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CHAPTER 1

“Claire, can you help me with this blanket?” Ethan asked as he tugged the thick comforter across the width of his queen-size bed. He planted his knees on the mattress and leaned forward, gripping the edge of the heavy fabric with both hands. The comforter bunched up unevenly at first, so he paused. He shifted his grip and pulled again, this time aligning the top edge with the headboard. His fingers pressed the seams flat, smoothing out any lumps as he worked his way from the center to the corners. He checked the overhang, making sure it didn’t drape too far down the sides. Then, he used the side of his hand to create a crisp fold along the mattress edge. The previous night’s cold snap caught him off guard, and he didn’t want a repeat.

Claire stepped into the bedroom. Her blonde hair fell loosely around her pretty face. She wore a pale blue sweater that hugged her chest. The soft knit molded to the shape of her breasts and drew Ethan’s attention for an instant before he looked back to the bed. “I’ve got this side,” she said. She bent at the waist and reached for the opposite corner. Her fingers slipped beneath the comforter’s edge. She pinched the fabric between her thumb and forefinger. Then she lifted the corner and tucked it under the mattress. She pressed her palm down, shoving the comforter firmly into place, then ran her hand along the side, smoothing the fabric so it lay flat and even. She glanced up, matching Ethan’s movements to tuck her side under the mattress in unison with his. As soon as the last corner was secured, she straightened. She ran her hand across the new layering of bedding, pressing lightly to check for any bumps or wrinkles. “I feel warmer just looking at all these blankets. Are you sure we’ll need that many?”

“I’d rather have them and not need them than freeze all night again.” He flashed a small grin, the corners of his mouth pulling up. “It felt like a real taste of winter came early.” He reached for the extra fleece throw at the foot of the bed and folded it in half, laying it neatly across the top. He then patted it down.

Claire sighed. She stepped back from the bed, planting her feet shoulder-width apart. “I’m not ready for it. This weather’s messing up my morning beach walks. I miss feeling the sand under my feet.” Her voice held a hint of disappointment as she gestured vaguely toward the windows in the neighboring room. She flicked her fingers in the direction of the glass. Her nails tapped lightly against her palm.

Ethan nodded and cast a glance toward the hallway. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, taking in the bare walls and the box of folded linens beside the closet. The box was half open, with a stack of flannel sheets sitting on top, ready for the next cold snap. The plain walls and the utilitarian piles of bedding reminded him that winter was truly on the way. “It’s a pity,” he said. He reached for the top of the box, closing the flaps so the linens wouldn’t collect dust. “But who says winter has to be boring? We can find things to do. What if we head somewhere with real snow?” He paused, letting the idea linger as he set the box against the wall. “I haven’t been to a ski resort in a while.”

“Oh, that’s interesting,” Claire said. She perched herself on the foot of the bed, leaning back on her palms. She scooted backward until her hips rested comfortably on the thick blankets. Then, she extended her legs out in front of her, crossing her ankles. Her soft breasts pressed gently against her sweater, a subtle curve that caught Ethan’s eye for a moment. The knit fabric stretched slightly across her chest.

“You’re talking about going away for a trip?” she asked, tilting her head to the side.

He took a slow breath. He inhaled and exhaled as he considered her question. He turned and sat down beside her, placing himself at the edge of the bed. The mattress compressed beneath his weight. The blankets shifted slightly as he settled. “Maybe. We haven’t gone on a vacation together since that summer camping trip.” He rested his hands on his thighs, fingers splayed. He then looked over at Claire.

Claire brightened. Her eyes widened, and the corners of her mouth lifted. “That was fun. I remember roasting marshmallows with Jess. It would be so nice to do something like that again. A real getaway.” She uncrossed her ankles and drew her knees up. She planted her feet flat on the comforter. She leaned forward. Her elbows rested on her thighs, and her fingers laced together.

“Exactly,” Ethan said. He shifted his body to face her more directly. The thick blankets rustled under his legs. He reached behind him to adjust the pillows, stacking them against the headboard. He then reclined back so he could see her more easily. “We could try a ski lodge in the mountains, get a comfortable cabin or big suite with an awesome view, watch snow fall outside the windows.” He gestured with his right hand.

Claire pulled her legs up onto the bed and swiveled to face him. She tucked her feet beneath her, sitting cross-legged now. She gripped the edge of the comforter with one hand. Her knuckles pressed into the thick fabric. “I don’t know how to ski.” She lowered her voice, almost conspiratorial. “I’ve never even tried. Is that a problem?” She bit her lower lip. Her eyes looked up to meet his.

Ethan shook his head. “I can teach you,” he offered. He rested his hand on the mattress between them, palm down, fingers spread. “And if skiing isn’t your thing, you can sip hot chocolate by a fireplace or go to a spa. Resorts usually have all kinds of things. Even if you’re not hitting the slopes all day, you’ll have plenty of ways to relax.” He leaned forward, his forearms braced on his thighs. His voice was earnest.

She nodded. “I like the sound of the spa. And a fireplace. And you helping me learn. This winter might end up being kind of fun.” She shifted her hips, settling deeper into the nest of blankets. Her sweater rode up just enough to expose a sliver of her lower back above the waistband of her leggings.

He angled his body to face her more directly. The thick blankets rustled under his legs. He adjusted his position. He tucked one leg under the other and reached up to smooth a wrinkle in the comforter between them. “I’ll definitely have to ask Jess and Victoria if they want to go, too. It’s no fun if not everyone’s on board. But I’m sure they’ll say yes. They could use a break as well.” He tapped his fingertips lightly against the top of his thigh, thinking.

Claire leaned back against the pillows. Her expression turned contemplative. She drew one pillow behind her head and pressed her shoulders into it, letting her arms rest at her sides. “They’ve been working hard. Jess has been busy with her project management job, new deadlines every week. And Victoria, she’s even busier. All of you have been non-stop with the new business and the house next door.” She reached up and tucked a loose strand of blonde hair behind her ear. Her fingers lingered at her temple for a moment before dropping back to her lap.

Ethan exhaled, running a hand across his own knee. He slid his palm slowly from his kneecap down to the top of his shin, feeling the fabric of his jeans bunch beneath his touch. “Yeah. We didn’t think it’d be such an undertaking. But then again, starting an architecture firm on our own? That’s not a small step.” He paused, tapping a finger against his thigh. He looked down, watching the repetitive motion of his finger against the denim. “And building that new house next door has been more of a job than I anticipated. The crew’s great, but I do a lot of the smaller tasks myself to save on labor costs. There’s always something to do.” He flexed his hand, curling his fingers into a loose fist. He then opened them again as if to emphasize the endless cycle of work. He glanced up at Claire, meeting her eyes for a moment, then looked back down at his lap. The weight of responsibility was evident in the set of his shoulders.

Claire shifted her position, drawing her knees up and hugging them to her chest. She rested her chin on top of her knees. Her arms were wrapped tightly around her shins. She looked at Ethan. Her eyes were soft, and her blonde hair fell forward to frame her face. The gentle curve of her breasts pressed against her sweater. The knit fabric stretched just enough to outline the shape of her nipples beneath. She stayed silent for a moment, simply watching him. After that, she relaxed her grip and let her legs fall to one side, her feet brushing lightly against his thigh.

Claire reached out and placed her warm palm lightly on his forearm. Her fingers settled against the firm muscle just below his elbow, the heat of her skin radiating through the worn cotton of his T-shirt. She let her hand rest there. Her thumb gently traced a faint line along the inside of his arm as she spoke. “It’ll all be worth it once it’s done. The exterior looked awesome last time I walked by. The framing is important. The siding is also important. All that’s left is the interior, right?”

“Pretty much,” Ethan confirmed. He shifted slightly on the edge of the bed, turning his forearm so her palm pressed more fully against him. “We still need to run all the interior finishes. Flooring, paint, tile work, lights. Once that’s wrapped up, we can think about moving in come spring. Especially if we can set aside the landscaping until the weather warms up. The biggest jobs are mostly done.” As he spoke, he lifted his other hand and gestured in a slow arc.

Claire breathed out. Her shoulders slumped in a small release of tension. She nestled her head against his shoulder. Her cheek pressed into the soft, faded fabric of his shirt. The curve of her body leaned into his side, and her hair fell forward. It formed a pale curtain that slipped over her face and brushed the top of his bicep. “Spring feels like forever from now.” A small laugh escaped her. Her lips curled against his sleeve. “Though it’ll be here in no time, I guess.”

Ethan reached over with his free hand and brushed his fingers lightly through her blonde strands. He started at the crown of her head. His fingers slid through the silken hair, separating the locks and letting them fall back into place. He repeated the motion, thumb and forefinger gently smoothing a few stray pieces behind her ear. “It’s been moving fast, that’s for sure. We’ll keep busy. Between the new house, the architecture firm, and now the possibility of a ski trip, we’ll have a full plate.” He paused, feeling the faint vibration of her hum of contentment through his shoulder. “But if we’re all in favor, I can look at booking a place for a week or two. We’ll see how that goes.”

She lifted her head. Her hair slid back over her shoulders. Her eyes met his, clear and direct. “I like that idea. Are you sure it won’t interfere with everything else?”

“I’ll make it work,” Ethan said with a nod. He brought his hand to her upper arm, and his fingers spread over the soft cotton of her shirt. He then gave her a reassuring squeeze. “One of the perks of working for yourself, you can schedule around your projects. As long as we have some wiggle room with deadlines, a vacation is doable.”

A small smile crossed her lips. She let her gaze linger on his face. She tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her hand moved with ease. “It’s definitely needed. I can’t remember the last time all of us had some time away. Ashley’s not always around, but I’m sure she’d be interested too. You think maybe she could come?”

He lifted a brow. His expression shifted with thought. “I suppose she could. I’ll have to check with Victoria on that. I don’t want things to get complicated, but I’m open to it.”

Claire chuckled. The sound was low and genuine. She shifted her weight, pulling her knees up onto the bed so she was sitting cross-legged beside him. “We’ve been living in a complicated relationship for a while now, Ethan. What’s one more detail?”

He grinned in agreement. His lips pulled wide. Then he rose from the bed in a single motion, planting both feet firmly on the hardwood floor. He set his hands on her shoulders. His thumbs pressed lightly into the slope where her neck met her shoulder blades. His fingers curled around the top of her arms, steadying her as she remained seated. “Let’s talk it over with them, see what everyone thinks. Worst case, we just hold off for another time. But I’d like to get away for a bit.”

“Me too,” she said quietly, leaning forward so that the top of her head brushed his chest. She pressed her forehead against him. Her hair spilled forward and fanned out over his shirt. She reached for his hand. Her fingers searched for his and laced together, palm to palm. Her grip was soft but insistent. She rubbed her thumb in a small circle over the back of his hand. “I know Jess won’t say no.” She squeezed his hand. Her nails grazed lightly against his skin. “Let’s go see if she’s awake. Maybe she’ll be up for hearing about this plan so early in the day.”

He tugged her gently, curling his fingers more tightly around hers and guiding her to stand with him. He shifted his weight back, pulling her upright so her bare feet touched down on the cool floorboards beside his. Her legs uncurled, and her knees swung off the edge of the bed. She pushed herself upright, pressing her toes against the floor for balance. “She might be. And if she’s not, we’ll talk to her at dinner.” He threw a glance toward the hallway. Macy, his Golden Retriever, had walked by earlier, likely heading downstairs for breakfast. He pictured the dog’s tail disappearing around the corner. He could hear the soft thump of her paws on the steps. “We’ll fill everyone in.”

Claire stretched her arms overhead. Her fingers interlaced above her head. Her back arched slightly. She let out a soft exhale. Her shoulders rose and fell as she held the stretch for a moment, then let her arms drop back to her sides. “One step at a time. Already feels like so much to look forward to, especially if we end up by a cozy fireplace somewhere in the mountains.”

He watched her move across the room, the hem of her shirt brushing the tops of her bare thighs. She stepped around the end of the bed. Her hand was still clasped in his, and together they walked toward the door. He opened it with his free hand. His fingers curled around the cool brass knob and turned it until the latch clicked. He pulled the door wide, holding it for her as she stepped through first. He then followed, letting the door swing shut behind them.

They walked out of the bedroom together, footsteps slow and casual. Claire’s toes curled against the floor with each step. The chilled wood pressed up against her skin. The early morning chill seemed more bearable just having a plan that included the possibility of fun in the snow. Ethan felt a sense of eagerness building. The anticipation spread through his chest and settled low in his gut. He welcomed the idea of stepping away from the daily routine and exploring something new with the women he cared about.

They headed downstairs. The staircase creaked quietly under their weight. Ethan placed his hand on the banister. His palm slid along the smooth wood as he descended. Claire followed just behind him. Her hand trailed over the top of the railing for balance. She placed each foot carefully on the step below. Her calves flexed as she moved. The faint press of her hip brushed against his back when she rounded the landing. She steadied herself with a light grip on his shoulder.

“I’m definitely checking out the slope conditions,” he said, glancing over his shoulder at her as they reached the bottom of the stairs. He shifted his weight from foot to foot. The floorboards felt cool beneath his soles. “You never know if it’s going to be a heavy snow season or a mild one. But even a little snow’s enough to get some skiing in.”

Claire gave a nod, stepping onto the main floor. She paused beside the entry table. Her fingers brushed against the edge as she steadied herself. “I think so. And if it’s your instruction, I’ll do my best to not embarrass myself on the slopes.” She tucked her hair behind her ear, glancing up at him with a quick, self-deprecating smile.

He offered a reassuring squeeze of her hand. His thumb pressed firmly into the space between her knuckles. “You’ll be fine. By the end of the trip, you’ll be going down greens like a pro. Maybe even a blue if you’re feeling daring.” He released her hand and reached for his phone on the table, checking the screen for any new messages before slipping it into his pocket.

She blew out a playful breath. Her cheeks puffed for a split second. “Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” she joked under her breath. She grinned, then brushed past him toward the kitchen. Her bare legs were visible beneath the hem of her shirt as she moved across the sunlit floor. The early light caught the soft curve of her hip. The fabric clung just enough to reveal the subtle outline of her body beneath.


CHAPTER 2

“Ethan?” Victoria’s voice carried across the backyard, clear and direct. She stood near the edge of the patio, arms crossed tightly over her chest. Her hands gripped her upper arms. The morning air pressed against her. She shifted her weight from foot to foot, bracing herself against the cold.

Ethan paused. He was crouched at the far end of the pool. Both hands were wrapped around the thick, stiff edge of the blue vinyl pool cover he’d been dragging into place. His fingers felt numb from the chill. The textured plastic bit into his skin as he tightened his grip. He straightened his back, feeling a dull ache in his lower spine from bending over for so long. The sky overhead was clouded, the sun barely visible behind a thin haze, and the wind cut through his sweatshirt, making the hairs on his arms stand up.

He looked over at Victoria. Then he glanced down at the last corner of the pool cover still bunched up near the coping. He reached out. He flattened his palm against the cold, damp material and guided it carefully over the rough concrete edge. The cover stuck in one spot, so he dug his fingers under the fold and tugged, pulling it taut. The vinyl slid reluctantly, scraping against the concrete with a faint rasp. He bent his knees, braced his left hand on the pool deck, and used his right to smooth the cover flat. He pressed it down to keep it from blowing back in the wind.

“Yeah,” he called back, his breath visible in the air. He pushed himself upright, feeling the muscles in his thighs protest. He brushed his hands together, shaking off bits of grit and debris that had stuck to his palms. Then he wiped them on the thighs of his jeans, leaving faint damp marks. He started walking toward Victoria. His boots made dull thuds on the concrete slab. Each step brought a small crunch as he stepped over scattered leaves and twigs blown in from the yard.

“What’s up?” he asked, stopping a few feet from her. He glanced at her face. He noted the way her brown hair fell around her cheeks, the strands shifting in the breeze. Her green eyes met his for a moment. Then, she flicked them away.

Victoria shifted again. Her shoes scraped softly on the patio. She tucked a loose lock of hair behind her ear with one hand. Her other arm was still wrapped around her waist. “I’ve been talking with Claire, she mentioned you were thinking about a ski trip.” He looked back at the pool, making sure the cover hadn’t slipped. After confirming it was secure, he returned his attention to Victoria. “Yes. I told her I’d see if you and Jess wanted to go. A change of scenery might be nice.” As he spoke, he walked back to the pool’s edge. He then bent down and folded the last corner of the cover. He pinched the edge between his thumb and forefinger. He pulled it tight against the coping. With his other hand, he pressed the cover’s edge into the narrow channel between the concrete and the pool wall. He made sure it was secure. He ran his fingers along the seam, checking for gaps. Then he stood and dusted off his hands again.

“Definitely,” Victoria said, her voice a little lighter. “Between all the client deadlines and the new house, I could use a break from staring at the same floor plans every day.” She turned her head, glancing at the house next door. The dark, boxy shape loomed behind the tall wooden fence. Its windows were blank and unlit. She stared at it for a moment. Then she looked back at Ethan. “We took this leap thinking we’d free up our time, but it’s turned out we’re working around the clock.”

Ethan let out a short, quiet laugh. He reached down to pick up a stray pool noodle that had rolled near the edge of the deck. After that, he tossed it into the storage bin by the fence. “That’s business ownership, I guess. We’ll get it handled eventually. A short trip won’t derail things. I’ll make sure everything’s on schedule before we leave.” He moved to the side of the pool, crouched again, and checked the cover’s straps. He unclipped one, looped it around the anchor, and pulled it tight. The nylon strap dug into his palm. He repeated the motion with the next strap, making sure each one was secure.

Victoria pressed her lips together. Her expression tightened. She hesitated. She shifted her weight again, then lifted her gaze to meet his. “Can Ashley come with us?”

Her question caught Ethan off guard. He paused. His hand was still gripping the last strap. He let go, stood up, and faced her fully. He remembered seeing Victoria and Ashley together more often lately.

“Sure, I mean, I don’t mind,” he said, his voice even. He looked at Victoria, watching the way her eyes flicked away, then back. “Will it be a problem for her to get off work?”

“I don’t think so,” Victoria answered. She brought her hands together. Her thumbs tapped against each other in a nervous rhythm. “She usually just has shifts at the Italian restaurant in town, but she’s not on a strict schedule. We can figure it out so she doesn’t lose out on hours.” As she spoke, she glanced down at the patio. She traced a crack in the concrete with the toe of her shoe.

Ethan watched her, noticing the tension in her shoulders. He stepped closer, keeping his tone gentle. “Is everything okay?”

Victoria nodded, then shook her head slightly. “Yeah,” she said softly. Her voice dropped, and she looked away. Her cheeks flushed pink. “It’s just…Ashley and I have been seeing each other more. We’ve gone on a few dates.” She hesitated. Her fingers tightened on her forearm. “We never really labeled it, but I like her. And I don’t want to leave her behind if we’re all going on a winter trip.”

Ethan took a moment to process that. He stood still, arms at his sides. His breath was steadying as he considered her words. He remembered the way Victoria had always been open about her interests, but this was the first time she’d mentioned anything specific about Ashley. He nodded slowly. “That’s fine by me,” he said. He gave her a relaxed shrug. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, feeling the cold seep through the soles of his boots. “If you want to invite her, go ahead. We’ll have enough room, and it might be fun. Are you sure it won’t be awkward for you, though? Considering…us?”

Victoria let out a shaky laugh. Her voice caught at the end. “I’ve been thinking about that for a while. I don’t think it’ll be awkward if we’re honest. I like Ashley, but I also like you. The dynamic might be weird for some. But if you’re okay with it, then I think we can handle it.”

She uncrossed her arms, letting them fall to her sides. The wind caught her hair, blowing it across her cheek. She reached up, brushed it back behind her ear, and looked at Ethan. Her eyes were steady. The morning light highlighted the faint freckles scattered across her nose and cheeks.

Ethan nodded again, more firmly this time. He looked back at the pool, double-checking the cover. He walked along the edge, squatting to inspect each anchor, pressing down on the vinyl to make sure it was secure. He ran his hand along the cold surface, feeling the slight give under his palm. He stood, dusted his hands together, and then he turned back to Victoria.

She watched him. Her posture relaxed as she saw his acceptance. She stepped closer, closing the distance between them. Her shoes clicked softly on the patio. She stopped just in front of him, close enough that he could see the fine lines at the corners of her eyes, the way her lips parted slightly as she breathed.

He reached out, resting his hand on her shoulder. His fingers curled around the fabric of her sweater, feeling the texture beneath his palm. He squeezed gently, offering silent reassurance. She leaned into his touch. Her body relaxed further.

They stood together for a moment. The cold air swirled around them, and the pool cover gleamed dully behind Ethan. Victoria’s green eyes searched his face, her expression open and vulnerable.

He dropped his hand from her shoulder, letting it fall to his side. She gave a small nod. Then she turned away and walked toward the patio door. Her hips swayed slightly with each step, the curve of her waist outlined by the fitted sweater she wore. She paused at the door, looking back over her shoulder at Ethan.

He watched as she reached for the door handle. Her fingers curled around the metal. She pulled the door open, stepped inside, and disappeared into the warmth of the house. She left Ethan alone on the cold concrete, the wind tugging at the edges of the pool cover behind him.

He nodded. “I appreciate you checking with me. Let her know that she’s welcome.” He stepped closer, closing the gap between them with two measured strides. He reached out. His hand hovered for a half-second before settling gently on her arm, his fingers making light contact just above her elbow. The warmth of his palm pressed through the soft knit of her sleeve. He looked her in the eye, holding her gaze for a moment. “We’re all adults. We can talk through whatever issues might come up.”

“Thanks, Ethan,” Victoria said. Her shoulders dropped a fraction as the tension left her posture. Her lips curved in a relieved smile. She stepped forward, the toes of her boots coming even with his. She leaned in. Her arms opened for a quick hug. As she pressed her body against his, he felt the shape of her small, perky breasts flattening momentarily against his chest through the fabric of her sweater. Her chin brushed his shoulder as she squeezed. Her hair tickled his cheek. He noticed the outline of her breasts for just a second, the fabric of her sweater stretching slightly over them before she pulled away.

She stepped back. Her hands slid from his waist to her own sides. She looked up at him and said, “Then I’ll text her the details once we have them sorted out.” She gave him a nod. Her eyes lingered on his for an extra beat before she turned and started toward the house. Her hand lifted in a small wave as she walked away. Her hips shifted beneath her jeans.

Just then, the sliding glass door behind him rattled. Jess pushed it open. She poked her head out. Her hair was pulled back in a messy ponytail, and a few strands escaped, framing her face. “Ethan, I was about to start dinner. You mind giving me a hand with the vegetables?” She leaned halfway out the door. Her left hand gripped the edge of the frame while her right hand already held a folded kitchen towel.

“Sure,” Ethan responded. He glanced over his shoulder at Victoria. She paused on the threshold, looked back, and gave him a nod and a small wave before stepping inside. He watched her disappear into the hallway. Then he turned his attention back to Jess. He stepped toward the door, feeling the chilled breeze tugging at the hem of his jacket. The fabric fluttered against his thighs. He pulled the zipper up another inch with his free hand as he closed the gap to Jess.

“Let’s do it. What’s on the menu?” he asked, pausing just outside the door.

Jess stepped back. She held the door wide open with her hip. She gestured him in with a tilt of her head. “I’m thinking curry. Last time I made it, you said you’d help me cut back on the spice.” She grinned. Her eyes crinkled at the corners.

He chuckled as he stepped inside, the warmth of the house enveloping him the instant he crossed the threshold. He slid his shoes off and toed them neatly beside the mat. Then he unzipped his jacket and shrugged it off, draping it over the back of a nearby chair. “Yes, please. I still remember how much water Claire chugged. But we can fine-tune the recipe this time.”

They walked together toward the kitchen. Their footsteps echoed softly on the old hardwood floors. Ethan’s socks slid a little on the polished boards as he rounded the corner. Jess moved ahead, her ponytail swinging behind her. The hem of her t-shirt rode up slightly at the back as she reached for the cupboard.

Jess set a large, stainless steel pot on the stove with both hands. The metal clanged lightly against the burner. She twisted the knob, checking to make sure the flame was off for now. After confirming it was safe, she turned and opened the upper cabinet. She stretched up on her toes, reaching for the row of spice jars on the highest shelf. Her shirt pulled tight across her back as she grabbed a glass jar of curry paste and a small tin of coriander, then set them down on the counter beside the stove.

“I want to try a different curry paste. Maybe a milder one,” she said, unscrewing the lid from the jar and peering inside. She dipped a clean teaspoon in, scooping out a small amount and tapping it into a ceramic bowl.

Ethan walked to the far end of the counter and pulled out a heavy wooden cutting board from beneath a stack of baking trays. He set it down, aligning it parallel to the edge of the counter. He reached into the knife block and selected a chef’s knife, testing the edge with his thumb, then set it beside the board. He opened the fridge, scanning the shelves. He looked closely at the items inside. He pulled out a bag of carrots, a trio of bell peppers, one red, one yellow, one green, and a mesh sack of onions. With his hands full, he nudged the fridge shut with his hip. He was careful not to drop anything.

“You do the sauce; I’ll chop the vegetables. Deal?” He placed the vegetables in a neat row on the counter. Then he grabbed a colander from the drying rack.

She nodded as she shook out a handful of coriander seeds into a small bowl. The seeds rattled against the ceramic. “Deal. And by the way, I heard about the ski trip plan from Claire. Count me in.” She leaned against the counter, crossing one ankle over the other. Her brown eyes were warm as she looked at him. “I’m stuck in my tech projects all the time. A break would be perfect.”

Ethan nodded. He peeled a carrot with short strokes, the shavings falling in orange curls onto the board. “Glad to hear it. So that’s you, Claire, Victoria, me, and maybe Ashley.” He set the peeled carrot aside. Then he reached for another. “We’ll have quite the group.” He lined up the peppers, slicing off the tops with a decisive motion. Then he cut them in half and removed the seeds with his thumb, dropping the cores into the compost bin under the sink.

Jess sniffed once, pausing as she held the bowl of coriander close to her face. She set it down and turned the stove knob, clicking it to the “low” setting. The blue flame flickered to life beneath the pot. “I wonder how that’ll be. Ashley knows about all of us?”

Ethan shrugged, filling the colander with carrots and peppers. He carried it to the sink, turning on the tap with his wrist. The cold water splashed over the vegetables as he rolled them between his palms, rubbing away any dirt. He set the clean vegetables on a dish towel, then patted them dry with another towel. He made sure each piece was free of moisture before returning them to the board. “She’s aware of…most things. But I’m not sure how deeply she understands the arrangement. Victoria said she’s on board with traveling with us, so we’ll see.”

Jess let out a soft hum, tapping the spoon against the rim of the bowl to knock off the last of the curry paste. She poured a thin stream of oil into the pot, tilting the bottle with her thumb pressed against the neck. Then she swirled the pot so the oil coated the bottom. She turned and reached for a can of coconut milk on the shelf, shaking it vigorously before popping the lid with a can opener. She poured the thick, white liquid into the pot. The surface rippled as it hit the hot oil.

Ethan turned his attention to the onions, slicing off the ends and peeling away the papery skins. He cut them in half, then made a series of parallel cuts. His fingers curled under to protect them from the blade. Each piece fell away in uniform chunks. He swept the onions into a large mixing bowl, then moved on to the carrots, chopping them into half-moons. His hand was steady as he worked through the pile.

“Should be interesting,” Jess said, stirring the coconut milk and curry paste together with a wooden spoon. She watched the mixture turn a pale yellow as the paste dissolved. Then, she added the coriander, sprinkling the seeds in a slow arc over the surface.

Ethan grabbed a fresh towel to dry the vegetables, pressing it firmly against the chopped pieces to soak up any lingering water. He transferred the onions and carrots into the bowl, then picked up the peppers, slicing them into thin strips. The knife made a dull thud against the board with each cut. He flicked the pieces into the bowl. He used the flat of the blade to scoop up any stray bits.

“If it goes well, great. If it’s awkward, we’ll communicate.” He lifted the bowl. He held it steady as he walked it over to the stove. “At least we’ll have the slopes to distract us.” He set the bowl beside Jess, the edge of the bowl clicking softly against the countertop.

She laughed lightly. Her voice was relaxed. She reached over and ruffled his hair with her free hand. After that, she returned to stirring the sauce. “True. And maybe we’ll discover Ashley’s an amazing snowboarder or something. You never know.” She moved to the fridge, bent at the waist, and pulled out a package of boneless chicken breasts. The shape of her ass was outlined clearly by her leggings as she straightened.

He handed her the bowl of chopped veggies, holding it out with both hands so none of the pieces spilled. “We’ll find out soon. Let’s get dinner going. I’m starving.” He set the bowl on the counter, then reached for a clean spatula. He tapped the spatula once on the edge of the sink.


CHAPTER 3

“Could you hand me that curry paste?” Jess asked. She pointed across the counter to a small jar with a bright label. The kitchen felt snug and cozy under the warm lights, a welcome change from the brisk outdoors.

Ethan glanced at the countertop, locating the jar by its vivid red and yellow design. He reached past a wooden pepper grinder and a half-empty bag of basmati rice, curling his fingers around the jar’s glass body. The surface felt slightly cool and slick in his hand. He lifted it, careful not to knock over the small bowl of chopped garlic sitting nearby, and held it out toward Jess.

“Sure,” Ethan said, passing it over. He extended his arm across the counter. He held the jar steady until Jess’s fingers wrapped around it. “I’m curious to see if this brand is actually milder. The last jar nearly knocked me out.”

Jess gave a short laugh. Her lips curled up as she accepted the jar. She set it down on the counter in front of her, bracing it with one hand while her other hand reached for the lid. She gripped the plastic top, twisting it counterclockwise. The lid resisted for a moment, and she tightened her hold. Her knuckles whitened briefly as she applied more pressure, then the seal broke with a faint pop. She pulled the lid away and set it beside the jar. She picked up a metal spoon from the utensil crock, dipping the bowl of the spoon deep into the thick, reddish-brown paste. She angled her wrist, and she let a heaping dollop mound up. Then she hovered the spoon over the pot. With a quick flick, she tipped the spoon. The paste dropped directly onto the sizzling onions and carrot pieces that already glistened in hot oil. The paste hit with a wet hiss, sending a burst of steam up toward her face.

“Here,” Ethan said, measuring a small scoop of chili powder. He unscrewed the cap of the chili powder jar, holding it over a small glass ramekin. He shook a modest amount into the spoon, leveling it with his finger. “We can add some of this if the paste ends up too mild.”

Jess set the spoon aside, resting it on a ceramic spoon rest beside the stove. She turned to him. Her eyes glanced from the chili powder to his face. “Let’s hold off on that until we give it a taste, okay?”

He agreed with a nod, setting the chili powder down. He slid over to the cutting board, which was set up at the far end of the counter near the sink. “Sure. Meanwhile, I’ll cut this chicken into bite-size chunks.” He reached for the package of raw chicken breast, peeling back the plastic wrap with his thumb. The cold air inside the package brushed against his hand. He lifted out one plump, pink breast and laid it flat on the wooden cutting board. He picked up the chef’s knife and gripped the handle tightly. He then lined up the blade at the edge of the meat. He pressed down, slicing through the flesh with a firm, steady motion. The knife parted the chicken smoothly, leaving a clean cut. He shifted the breast and cut it into strips. Then he rotated the board slightly and chopped across the strips, making uniform cubes. He placed each finished chunk into a clean glass bowl beside the board, using the knife blade to scrape up any stray pieces. “We can add it once the veggies are partway cooked, right?”

“Exactly,” Jess said. She turned up the heat a notch, twisting the stove dial with her thumb and forefinger. The blue flame underneath the pot flared slightly higher. “We’ll sauté the chicken in this mixture, incorporate the coconut milk, add the spices, let it simmer.”

He found himself enjoying this routine with her. He liked cooking in general, experimenting with flavors and seeing how people reacted to his dishes. Jess was more methodical. However, she welcomed new ideas. With her black hair tied back, she was in perfect control of the stove. She reached for the wooden spoon. Her arm stretched out as she leaned over the pot to stir the contents. The fabric of her T-shirt pulled tight across her chest. It outlined the curve of her large, firm breasts as she bent forward. The spoon scraped along the bottom of the pot, mixing the curry paste into the softened onions and carrots. The vegetables took on a glossy, reddish tint as the paste dissolved.

Ethan set the knife down on the edge of the sink and wiped his hands on a kitchen towel. He glanced at Jess, watching the way she stirred with quick motions. He picked up the bowl of chicken, checking that all the pieces were roughly the same size, then set it aside for later.

He tossed the chicken pieces into a clean bowl, making sure none stuck to his fingers. “So, I’ve been meaning to ask. Claire’s excited to learn to ski. Do you have any interest in skiing?”

Jess wrinkled her nose. Her lips twisted in a wry smile. “Not really. I’m more of a snowboarder. I learned in college. Actually, Claire and I tried it once, but she never picked it up.”

“Oh, wow,” Ethan said, stirring the veggies. He picked up the wooden spoon Jess had set aside, sliding it into the pot and giving the mixture a few slow turns. The onions and carrots shifted beneath the spoon. The curry paste coated them more evenly. “I guess I hadn’t realized you were into snowboarding. I’ve skied a bunch, but I have never tried the board.”

She pulled out two cans of coconut milk from the cupboard. She reached up. Her fingertips brushed the edge of the upper shelf, and she curled her hand around the first can. She set it down on the counter, then grabbed the second can. She aligned them side by side. The cans clinked together as she placed them next to the stove. “You should let me teach you. That is, if you’re brave enough to give it a go.”

He smirked. “Could be fun. Skiing always came natural to me, but I’ve seen how easy it is to catch an edge on a board and face-plant. Might be an interesting challenge.”

She handed him the cans, sliding them across the counter. The metal rolled slightly before stopping at his side. “I’ll be patient,” she said in a teasing tone. “But I demand that once you fall, you get up and try again. None of that complaining about how your knees hurt.”

He picked up the first can, pressing the electric can opener onto the rim. He pressed the button. He held the can steady as the blade bit in. The lid circled around, separating with a metallic click. He set the lid aside. Then he repeated the process with the second can. He lifted both open cans, tilting them over the pot. The thick, creamy coconut milk poured out in slow, heavy streams. It pooled around the curry paste and vegetables. He used a spatula to scrape out the last bits clinging to the inside of the cans. He made sure nothing was wasted. He set the empty cans in the recycling bin beneath the sink. “No complaining,” he promised. “If you’re patient, I’m game.”

Jess reached for the chicken bowl, wrapping her fingers around the rim. She lifted it. She held it steady as she moved to the stove. “All right, let’s drop this in. We can let it all simmer and see how it turns out. Shouldn’t take too long.”

Ethan gently deposited the raw chicken pieces into the thick curry sauce. He tilted the bowl, letting the chunks slide out. He then used the spatula to push down any that clung to the glass. The pieces landed with wet plops, sending ripples across the surface of the sauce. A swirl of color spread around as the chicken submerged, the creamy coconut milk mixing with the reddish paste and oil. He picked up the wooden spoon again, dipping it deep into the pot. He began to stir slowly, drawing the spoon along the bottom to loosen any bits that might stick. He traced circles through the sauce, making sure the chicken was evenly distributed and coated.

“I’ll keep stirring. I will make sure nothing sticks to the bottom.”

“Thanks.” She stepped back, wiping her hands on a kitchen towel. She dragged the towel over each palm. Then she folded it and set it on the counter. “So, about the ski trip. Claire told me you were worried about schedules. Were you able to confirm with Victoria?”

He gave a quick nod, continuing to stir. He watched the sauce thicken as the chicken began to turn opaque around the edges. “All good. Victoria’s all for it.”

Jess’s eyebrows rose a fraction. She leaned one hip against the counter, folding her arms loosely across her chest. “I guess Ashley’s gotten pretty close to Victoria. I’m…glad they hit it off.”

“I guess so,” Ethan said. He dragged the spoon around the pot, scraping up any bits that threatened to cling. “Victoria wants to bring her along to see how things go. I said sure. We’ll probably get a big suite or side-by-side rooms. Space might be tight, but we’ll make it work.”

Jess’s black hair was pulled into a low ponytail. It brushed her shoulder as she turned her head to look at him. Her T-shirt hugged her breasts. The fabric stretched slightly as she shifted her arms. She watched the pot. Her eyes narrowed in concentration as the surface began to bubble.

Jess leaned forward, bracing her left hand lightly against the edge of the stove to steady herself as she leaned over the simmering pot. She reached for the clean spoon resting on the white ceramic spoon rest beside the stove. Her fingers wrapped around the handle, and she dipped the bowl of the spoon into the thick, bubbling sauce. She drew out a generous spoonful and lifted it to her lips. She watched as the sauce clung to the metal. She blew on it twice. The steam drifted up and briefly fogged her glasses. Then she brought the spoon to her mouth. She let the sauce touch her tongue, tasting the balance of spices, and ran her tongue over the roof of her mouth to gauge the heat. She swallowed, then set the spoon down on the rest, making sure not to drip any sauce on the counter. She reached for the glass of water she’d set nearby, wrapped her fingers around the cool glass, and took a quick sip, swishing it in her mouth before swallowing. She nodded, satisfied. “Actually, this is pretty perfect. It’s mild but has a nice kick. We can add the rest of the vegetables in about five minutes.”

Ethan stood at her right, holding a wooden spoon in his right hand. He tapped the edge of the spoon against the pot to knock off a bit of sauce clinging to the tip, then set the spoon down on the spoon rest next to Jess’s tasting spoon. He wiped his hands on the front of his jeans. Then he turned his body toward her. “I’ll add the peppers in a minute or two. They don’t take long to cook.” He picked up the small glass bowl filled with chopped red and yellow peppers, rolling it a little in his hand so the pieces tumbled over each other.

Jess turned to face him, the corners of her mouth curling up in a thoughtful grin. She rested her hip against the counter, letting her weight settle into her left leg. “You know, the trip might be just what we need to unwind. I can see Claire’s been antsy lately, and Victoria’s definitely feeling the strain of paperwork.” She reached up and tucked a loose strand of hair behind her ear. Her eyes glanced briefly toward the living room.

Ethan leaned his back against the counter’s edge, bracing himself with his palms flat on the cool granite. He glanced over Jess’s shoulder. His gaze was drawn toward the living room archway. He pictured Claire. She was probably curled up on the sofa with her knees drawn up, a book open on her lap or her phone held in both hands. “I’ve seen that. She has a lot on her plate.” He let his eyes linger on the empty doorway for a moment. After that, he looked back at Jess. “I’d like all of us to enjoy winter in a different setting.”

Jess studied his face, watching the small lines at the corners of his eyes as he spoke. “Are you sure you’re up for the extra planning? We still have that new house next door. The interior still needs floors, paint, bathrooms, everything.” She shifted her weight, crossing her arms loosely over her chest as she waited for his answer.

He shrugged, rolling his shoulders back. “I can handle it. I might do the tile work myself. I might also do some painting.” He lifted his right hand, ticking off the tasks one by one on his fingers. “As long as we get the main stuff scheduled, I can afford a week or two out of town. Construction can continue while I’m gone, if the crew keeps a steady pace.” He lowered his hand, letting it rest on the countertop beside him.

Jess nodded slowly. Her gaze drifted to the window above the sink as she processed his words. “Okay. If you say so.” She uncrossed her arms and turned back toward the stove, picking up the long-handled spoon again. She pushed the pieces of chicken around the bottom of the pot, nudging them to make sure none were sticking. She watched the sauce bubble up around the meat, checking that the chicken was browning evenly on all sides. Satisfied, she set the spoon down and glanced over at Ethan. “Let’s add the peppers now.”

Ethan picked up the bowl of peppers with his left hand. He walked around Jess to stand on her left, careful not to bump her with his hip. He held the bowl over the pot and tipped it slowly. He let the chopped peppers fall in a colorful cascade into the sauce. Some pieces landed with a soft plop, sending tiny ripples across the surface. He used his fingers to brush out the last few pieces stuck to the bottom of the bowl, making sure every bit made it into the pot. “That should do it. We let it simmer, then we eat.”

Jess reached for the spoon again and stirred the pot, folding the peppers into the sauce. She watched as the red and yellow strips floated on top, bright against the deep golden color. She dragged the spoon around the edge of the pot, scraping up any bits that had started to stick. Then she reached down and turned the heat down a notch, twisting the knob carefully until the flame shrank to a gentle blue line. “Perfect. I’ll get the rice going.” She walked to the far end of the counter, where the rice cooker sat plugged in and ready.

She lifted the lid off the rice cooker and set it upside down on the counter. She measured out two cups of jasmine rice, scooping it from the bag with a metal measuring cup. She then poured it into the inner pot. She ran her fingers through the grains, checking for any stray stones. Then she filled the pot with water from the faucet, swirling her hand through the water to rinse the rice. The water turned cloudy. She poured it off into the sink, then filled the pot again. She repeated the process twice more until the water ran clear. She drained off the last of the rinse water. Then she measured out the final amount of water for cooking. She set the inner pot back into the cooker, making sure it was seated properly. Then, she closed the lid with a soft click. She pressed the “Cook” button, and the light on the front of the machine glowed red. “It’ll take about fifteen minutes. Meanwhile, maybe you can fetch the plates and utensils.”

“On it,” Ethan said. He stepped away from the stove and walked around the kitchen island. He reached for the top drawer with his right hand, pulling it open to reveal the neatly organized utensils. He selected four forks, four knives, and four spoons, stacking them together in his left hand. He closed the drawer with his hip. Then he turned to the cabinet above the dishwasher. He opened it and pulled out a stack of four dinner plates. He held them pressed together under his arm. He set the plates down on the counter, then laid the utensils on top, spreading them out so each set was easy to grab. “We’re feeding you, me, Victoria, and Claire tonight?”

“Yeah,” Jess replied, glancing over her shoulder as she wiped her hands on a kitchen towel. “Unless Ashley drops by, but I think she’s working at the restaurant.”

“All right.” Ethan picked up the stack of plates, balancing the utensils on top with his thumb. He walked to the dining table, a sturdy wooden rectangle set for four, and set a plate at each seat. He placed a fork, knife, and spoon beside each plate, aligning them neatly. He then adjusted the chairs so they were evenly spaced. He stepped back, checking the arrangement, and nodded to himself. He thought, “This plan is shaping up nicely, the curry, the trip, everything.” She turned back to the stove, picked up the spoon, and gave the curry another swirl. She watched the sauce thicken slightly as it simmered. The peppers were softening and blending into the mix. She scraped the bottom of the pot again. She wanted to make sure nothing was sticking. “What about a side dish or something? Maybe some naan or bread?”

Ethan shrugged, glancing at the bread box on the counter. “We can do without it. If we have some leftover bread, sure. But the curry and rice might be enough.” He opened the bread box, peered inside, and saw only a half loaf of sandwich bread in a plastic bag. He closed the box and turned back to Jess.

“True,” Jess said. She reached down and turned the heat even lower, adjusting the knob until the flame was barely visible. The sauce settled into a slow, steady simmer. “I’ll just let it reduce a bit. At least we’re not over-spicing it this time.” She set the spoon on the rest, then leaned against the counter. She crossed her ankles.

He gave her a playful grin. His lips curled up at the edges. “We’ll see what Claire says. She’s our taste-test champion.” He glanced toward the living room again, imagining Claire’s reaction.

“Claire’s definitely the first to speak up if it’s too spicy,” Jess said as she walked to the table, stepping past Ethan. She brushed her hand gently along his upper arm as she passed. Then she paused beside him. She set her hand on his shoulder. Her palm rested lightly against the fabric of his shirt. “Thanks for helping out. I love that you’re always willing to help me with cooking.” Her fingernails pressed lightly through the shirt, just enough to let him feel her touch.

He reached out and rested his hand softly on her hip. His thumb traced a small circle over the waistband of her jeans. “Cooking’s one of my favorite activities,” he said. His voice was relaxed. He let out a small laugh. “Working in an architecture firm is all about big, long projects. Cooking is immediate gratification.” He gave her hip a gentle squeeze, then let his hand drop away.

She answered with an agreeable smile. Her lips parted for a second before she pulled them together again. She let her hand linger on his shoulder, feeling the warmth of his skin through the shirt, then slid her hand away and turned back toward the stove. Her jeans hugged her hips and thighs, and the curve of her ass was outlined clearly as she moved. She reached the stove and checked the pot, watching the sauce bubble quietly.

“We just have a few more minutes,” she told him, glancing over her shoulder. “Then we can call the others to the table.”

Ethan moved to the drawers again, pulling out a large metal serving spoon. He checked the edge for any dried residue. Then he wiped it with a clean towel from the drawer. He held the spoon up, examining the curve of the bowl, then set it on the counter next to the pot. “I’m excited to try it. Let’s see how we did.” He stood beside Jess, watching the curry simmer. They were both waiting for the final few minutes to pass.


CHAPTER 4

Early the next morning, Ethan perched himself at his desk. The desk was located in the large second-floor office that took up most of the upper level. He pulled the rolling chair forward. The wheels caught slightly on the thick rug beneath the desk. He adjusted the chair so his knees fit comfortably under the edge. Then, he reached for the laptop he’d left charging overnight. The lid was still cool to the touch as he lifted it. The screen flickered to life with a faint blue glow. He typed in his password, and his fingers moved quickly. He waited as the desktop loaded. Sunlight filtered through the windows on all sides. The pale light was diffused by a layer of overcast sky outside. The glass showed a faint reflection of his face. His hair was still messy from sleep, and the dull, gray morning beyond. He squinted at the brightness and reached up to tug the nearest blind down a notch, letting in less glare.

He angled the laptop so the screen was easy to see. Then, he opened a browser tab. His coffee cup sat to his right, a white ceramic mug with a faint ring of brown at the rim. He reached for it, taking a slow sip. The liquid was still hot enough to make him pause and blow on the surface before swallowing. He set the mug back down, careful not to let it tip on a stack of receipts pushed to the corner of the desk.

He clicked into a travel booking site, typing “ski resorts” into the search bar. He scrolled through the results. His eyes moved quickly over the thumbnail images of snowy lodges and pine trees. He opened a new tab to compare prices, then toggled between the two. His left hand rested on the trackpad while his right hand occasionally reached for the coffee. His posture was slightly hunched. His shoulders were rolled forward as he leaned in to read the fine print on several listings.

Macy dozed soundly in her dog bed. Her limbs were tucked under her body. The bed was pushed against the far wall. A faded blue cushion with a few stray tufts of fur clung to the edges. Macy’s sides rose and fell in slow, even breaths. Her nose was tucked beneath one paw. Her ears twitched once as Ethan shifted in his chair, but she didn’t wake.

He drummed his fingers across the desk. Each tap made a faint vibration through the wood. He glanced at the open booking site. His lips were pressed together as he considered the options. “Let’s see,” he said quietly. He clicked into the filter settings, selecting “sleeps five or more,” and scrolled further. "We want enough space for five people, maybe six if we do separate rooms. Or a suite with multiple bedrooms?” He muttered the options as he read them. His eyes glanced back and forth between the listings and the filter menu. He hovered the cursor over a few promising options. Then, he tapped the arrow key to scroll the page down a few lines at a time.

He set his coffee cup aside, moving it to a clear spot just behind the laptop. He clicked on a listing, opening the gallery of photos. The images loaded slowly, one by one. The first image showed a living room with a stone fireplace. The next image displayed a kitchen with stainless steel appliances. Finally, there was a set of bunk beds in a small, windowless room. He frowned, clicking back to the search results.

A text notification buzzed in, the screen of his phone lighting up where it sat face down beside the mouse. He reached for it, turning the phone over with his thumb and forefinger. The message preview glowed on the lock screen, Victoria’s name at the top.

He unlocked the phone with a swipe, his thumb pressing firmly against the fingerprint sensor. It was from Victoria. “Hey. Ashley says she’s definitely in for the trip. She’ll check her schedule, but it should be fine. Let me know the details.”

He read through it. A small smile formed at the corners of his mouth. He let his thumb linger on the message for a second. His eyes scanned the words again as he felt a flicker of satisfaction. He didn’t let the text distract him. He set the phone down just above the keyboard, and the screen was still glowing. “So it’s official,” he muttered, his tone subdued. “Ashley’s coming along.” He tapped the reply box. His thumbs moved quickly as he typed, “Great, I’m looking at options for all of us now. Will send details soon.” He hit send, watching the message bubble slide up the screen. He locked the phone and nudged it back to its usual place beside the laptop.

He dove back into his search, clicking through more listings. He opened a new tab for a second booking site, entering the same filter criteria. He compared prices, glancing from one site to the next. His eyes narrowed as he noticed small differences in the nightly rates. He opened the details page for a lodge. The lodge had a large, open living area. The listing showed a photo of a stone fireplace with a thick wooden mantle, a leather couch pulled up close, and a set of skis propped in the corner. He leaned closer, studying the floor plan diagram. The suite had two bedrooms and a pullout sofa in the living room. He clicked the “bookmark” icon at the top of the page, saving it for later.

He scrolled further, finding another place with three bedrooms. The photos showed a modern kitchen with granite countertops and a dining table set for six. The price was higher, though, and he hesitated. His cursor hovered over the “save” button. He opened the calculator app. He typed in the nightly rate, multiplied by four nights, then divided by five. He frowned at the result. Then he switched back to the browser to check if breakfast was included. It wasn’t.

He navigated through multiple ski lodge ads, comparing pictures of accommodations. Many places featured cozy fireplaces, communal hot tubs, and mountainous views. He clicked through photo carousels, pausing on images that showed large windows looking out onto snow-covered slopes. He made a mental note of which listings had private balconies or access to trails. “Might be nice to have a private living area,” he reasoned aloud. “We don’t need to be cramped in a single hotel room.” He clicked the “compare” button, lining up three different options side by side. He studied the amenities columns, noting which ones had washer-dryers, ski storage lockers, and shuttle service to the lifts.

He bookmarked a place with two bedrooms plus a living room suite, dragging the link to a new folder labeled “Ski Trip.” He opened another listing, this one with three bedrooms but a much higher price. He toggled back to the calculator and ran the numbers again. Then he switched tabs to check reviews. He read through a few. His eyes darted over phrases like “great for groups” and “a bit noisy at night.” He weighed the options, tapping his fingers against the edge of the desk.

“Ethan, are you up there?” Claire’s voice sounded from downstairs, faint but clear. He paused, listening as her footsteps moved across the floor below. He heard the creak of the bottom stair. Then he heard the soft thuds as she climbed. He turned his head toward the doorway, pushing the chair back a few inches so he could see her as she entered.

Claire appeared in the office doorway. She was hugging a soft sweater around her shoulders. Her hair was still damp from the shower. Dark strands clung to her temples and the nape of her neck. The sweater hung loosely. The sleeves bunched up around her wrists, and the fabric pressed gently against the outline of her breasts as she folded her arms. She paused in the doorway. She took in the cluttered desk, the open laptop, and the mug of coffee.

“I just got out of the shower. Jess told me you were booking the trip.” Her voice was casual, but her eyes were alert, scanning the screen as if she could make out the details from where she stood.

He swiveled his chair to face her. The wheels rolled a few inches on the rug. He placed his hands on the armrests. His fingers curled over the edges. “Yeah, trying to figure out the best lodging for a group our size. Might be a bit tricky to find a perfect place that’s close to the slopes.” He gestured toward the laptop with his chin, inviting her to come closer if she wanted to see.

Claire stepped into the room. Her bare feet made no sound on the rug. She moved to the side of the desk, leaning down slightly to peer at the screen. She shifted her weight from one hip to the other, the hem of her sweater riding up just enough to reveal a thin strip of pale skin above her waistband.

“What about something with a fireplace in the living space? That’s the one thing I really want. I keep envisioning the five of us hanging out, watching the snow.” She spoke with a hint of longing. Her gaze lingered on one of the photos Ethan had pulled up, a group of people gathered around a roaring fire, mugs in hand.

Ethan nodded, reaching for the mouse to scroll through the images. “I’m aiming for that. There’s a resort with larger suites that have a seating area with a fireplace, plus a separate bedroom or two. The only issue is the cost. But maybe we can all split it.” He clicked into the pricing details, highlighting the total and dividing it by five on the calculator app. He turned the screen slightly so Claire could see the numbers.

She leaned in. Her eyes narrowed as she read the figures. She tucked a strand of damp hair behind her ear. Her fingers lingered at her temple for a moment before dropping back to her side. She traced the edge of the desk with her fingertips, following the grain of the wood. Ethan opened the amenities tab. He pointed out the features, “See, this one has a full kitchen, private balcony, fireplace in the living room. Two queen beds and a pullout. The next one has three bedrooms, but it’s almost two hundred more per night.” He pulled up the calendar view, checking which dates were available for both listings.

Claire nodded, pressing her lips together as she considered. She straightened up, arms still folded. The sweater stretched slightly across her chest. “I’d be willing to pay a bit more if it means we actually get to relax. I don’t want to be stepping over everyone’s bags.”

Ethan clicked the “save” button on both listings. Then, he opened a new email draft to start compiling the options for the group. He typed out a brief summary of each place, and his fingers moved quickly over the keys. Then he paused to look at Claire. She watched him work. Her posture was relaxed, but her eyes were intent on the screen.

She leaned over his shoulder, bracing one hand on the edge of the desk. Her fingers curled lightly against the wood. Her other hand hovered just above his upper arm, steadying herself as she peered at the laptop screen. Her hair was parted slightly to the left. It fell forward, a few strands brushing his sleeve. She narrowed her eyes, focusing on a photograph of a living room with a stone fireplace and overstuffed beige sofas. “That place looks nice. The color scheme is a bit old-fashioned, but the fireplace is big.”

Ethan shifted the trackpad with his right index finger, sliding the cursor to the next image. He paused, glancing up at the corner of the screen where the listing’s location was marked. “Yeah. It’s near a gondola that runs to the top of the mountain,” he added, tapping the small map thumbnail to enlarge it. The map loaded. It showed a winding road and a blue dot marking the resort’s proximity to the gondola station. “That’s convenient for skiing and snowboarding. The resort also has a spa. You mentioned you wanted it.”

Claire’s eyes brightened. She straightened up a little. Her hand left his shoulder and rested on the back of his chair. She scanned the amenities list, reading the words “full-service spa” and “outdoor hot tub” just below the main photo. “That’s perfect. Maybe we can do it. I’m sure I can pitch in some money if that helps.”

Ethan reached over, patting the back of her hand with his palm. His fingers pressed briefly against her knuckles. Then, he released them. “Thank you, but I don’t mind covering more if it means we all hang out comfortably. We’re saving on lodging by going in a group. That helps.”

She offered a grateful nod. She stepped back from the desk, crossing her arms loosely in front of her chest. “I’ll talk to Jess and Victoria about the finances. Ashley can chip in too if she wants, but I wouldn’t push her. She might be strapped if her hours are cut.”

He nodded. His eyes were fixed on the screen. He scrolled down, dragging the page with two quick flicks of his finger, passing through several rows of guest reviews. He paused at a review mentioning “quiet nights” and “plenty of towels.” He scanned the star ratings. He noted that most hovered at four or five stars. “I think I’ll put a hold on these dates, then talk to everyone. We can finalize it in the next day or two.”

Claire gave him a thumbs-up. Her thumb was angled sharply upward. “Sounds good. I’ll let you get to it. Thanks again for organizing.”

He watched her step away. Her hips shifted as she moved toward the hallway. The hem of her gray T-shirt grazed the waistband of her jeans. The jeans hugged her hips and thighs with a snug fit. She paused just outside the doorway, glancing back once before heading down the hall.

He turned back to the screen, clicking the “Hold Reservation” button. A pop-up appeared, asking him to confirm the dates. He moved the cursor to the pop-up. He selected the check-in and check-out days, and clicked “Confirm.” The site loaded a new page, displaying a message “Reservation hold placed. Expires in 24 hours.” He reached for his phone, picking it up from the desk with his left hand. The phone’s screen lit up, showing a preview of his last conversation with Victoria.

He unlocked the phone with his thumb, tapped the messaging app, and opened the group chat. He composed a new text to Victoria. He wrote, “Found a nice suite. Holding it for next week. We can confirm tonight.” He reread the message. Then he pressed send. The bubbles appeared, showing the message had delivered.

He felt satisfied. He leaned back in his chair. He adjusted his position, pushing his hips deeper into the seat cushion and stretching his legs out under the desk. The chair’s back creaked softly as he shifted his weight. He rested his left arm on the padded armrest, letting his hand dangle loosely. With his right hand, he idly tapped the edge of the desk. Then he let his fingers relax.

Across the room, Macy let out a soft snort from her bed. Ethan glanced over. His eyes moved from the screen to the corner where the dog lay curled up on a round, tan dog bed. Macy’s tail thumped once against the fabric, the motion brief and lazy. Her hind legs stretched out. Her paws splayed slightly as she rolled onto her side. Her head settled onto the bed’s edge, eyes half-closed. After a moment, her breathing deepened. She then resumed her nap.

Ethan’s gaze shifted toward the windows. He turned his head, angling it so he could see past the edge of his monitor. The glass panes reflected a faint haze clinging to the sky outside. Sunlight filtered through the thin clouds, and it brightened the living room more than the foggy morning he remembered from yesterday. He leaned forward in his chair. He planted his feet flat on the floor and craned his neck to peer through the glass. In the distance, the shoreline appeared as a pale gray line. It was barely visible through the double-paned window on the backyard side. He traced the horizon with his eyes, searching for the glimmer of the ocean. If he stood up and moved closer, he knew he might catch a fleeting flash of reflected light on the water. He wondered if it might storm soon, watching the slow drift of clouds, the subtle shifts in brightness across the sky.

Just then, his phone buzzed against the desk. The vibration rattled the phone case, and the screen lit up with a new message notification. He reached over, picking up the phone with his right hand. He swiped to unlock it, then tapped the notification. Victoria’s reply filled the screen. It read, “That’s great. Thanks for taking care of it. Will confirm with Ashley.”

He read it quickly. His eyes scanned the short message twice. He set the phone back on the desk, placing it face up within arm’s reach. He let out a steady breath. His shoulders relaxed as he exhaled. He raised both arms above his head, stretching until his elbows locked and his fingers interlaced. He held the stretch for a few seconds, feeling the pull along his back and sides. Then he lowered his arms, rolling his shoulders forward and back to loosen the tension.

The swirl of tasks filled his mind. He mentally ticked off the steps of booking the trip, finishing the new house, and making sure client calls were returned. He pictured the unfinished drywall in the upstairs hallway. He also pictured the unopened boxes of fixtures stacked in the garage and the spreadsheet of client projects waiting on his laptop. But having one piece of the puzzle handled eased his mood. He felt a small knot in his chest loosen, replaced by a steadier sense of control.

He’d used to be fine living alone. He remembered the quiet evenings, the routines that never changed, the way the house echoed when he walked from room to room. But now the house and his heart felt fuller with Claire, Jess, and Victoria around, and now Ashley would be joining them in a new adventure.


CHAPTER 5

Ethan’s breath puffed in the chilly air as he stepped inside the rough-finished bathroom of the new house next door. The skeletal frame of the walls kept the place drafty, but at least the roof and windows were in. He paused just inside the doorway, shifting the heavy bucket of tile adhesive in his right hand until the plastic handle dug into his palm. He set the bucket down on the unfinished plywood floor, the sound dull against the wood. Pulling off his gloves, he flexed his fingers to get the circulation going again. Then he reached down and popped the lid off the bucket with his thumb, setting the lid aside against a stud.

He grabbed a notched trowel from the kit bag he’d left open near the wall, checking the edge for dried adhesive from yesterday. He felt satisfied. He wiped it on a rag, then stood and surveyed the day’s work ahead of him. The bathroom was small. It had barely enough space for a tub, a toilet, and a narrow vanity. The subfloor stretched out in a rectangle, the plywood seams visible under the harsh white light of a single dangling work lamp. He glanced at the stacks of tile he’d carried in earlier. Each box was lined up along the wall, the top one already opened and the first row of tiles set out for easy grabbing.

“All right,” he muttered, kneeling down in front of the bucket. The plywood was cold under his knees. He reached for the trowel, dipped it into the thick, gray adhesive, and scooped up a generous amount. He set the trowel across the rim of the bucket for a moment. Then he used both hands to peel back the plastic liner inside, making sure nothing would get in his way. With the trowel back in hand, he scraped off the excess adhesive on the side of the bucket. Then he leaned forward and spread a small blob onto the subfloor in the corner where he planned to start.

He worked the trowel back and forth, spreading the adhesive in a rough square. He adjusted his grip, holding the trowel at a forty-five degree angle. He then dragged it slowly through the adhesive, teeth down. The notches left behind thick, even ridges. Each one stood up cleanly in parallel lines. He checked the pattern. Then he reached behind him for the first tile.

He picked up the tile with both hands, careful not to touch the surface. The porcelain was cold and smooth. The edges were sharp enough to leave a mark if he wasn’t careful. He set the tile down on the adhesive, lining up the edge with his pencil guideline on the floor. He pressed down with his fingertips, shifting his weight forward. He then rocked the tile slightly until it seated into the adhesive. He ran his thumb along the edge to make sure it was flush with the guideline, then pressed down firmly on each corner. He felt the tile settle until it was level with the floor.

Moments later, Victoria stepped in. She rubbed her arms for warmth. She paused just inside the doorway. Her boots crunched quietly on the plywood. She wore a fitted black jacket zipped up to her neck. The fabric clung to her petite frame, and she also wore a pair of faded jeans that hugged her hips. Her brown hair hung loose around her shoulders. It was slightly mussed from the wind outside. She looked around the unfinished room. Her gaze lingered on the exposed wall studs and the single bare bulb overhead.

“It’s colder in here than I expected,” she said, running her palms up and down her arms. “I thought the new windows would help.”

“We’re still missing insulation in parts of the house,” Ethan explained, looking up from his kneeling position. He set the trowel down on the edge of the bucket and flexed his fingers. Adhesive was already sticking to the tips. “So, it’s basically the same temperature as outside, minus the wind.”

She nodded in understanding, stepping carefully around his workspace. She placed each foot with care, avoiding the open bucket and the small stack of tiles. “I figured I’d drop by and see how you’re doing with the tile. Mind if I watch for a bit?”

“Not at all,” he said, lifting his eyes to see her standing near the half-framed doorway. The overhead lighting was minimal, but he could still make out her brown hair resting on her shoulders. He noticed the subtle outline of her petite figure under the jacket. “I can show you the basics if you want. Ever laid tile before?”

She stepped closer, shaking her head. She unzipped her jacket halfway, exposing the top of a ribbed white shirt stretched over her small breasts. “Never. I’ve managed plenty of projects, but I always left the actual labor to hired experts. Though we are basically experts now, right?”

He chuckled, dipping the trowel into the adhesive again. He scooped up a fresh batch and let it drip off the edge before scraping it flat. “Something like that. Here, kneel down. I’ll show you how the trowel’s supposed to create ridges, then we press the tile in place.”

She did as instructed. She carefully positioned herself beside him. She lowered herself to her knees, tucking her feet under her and bracing her hands on the cold plywood. She adjusted her jacket, pulling it tighter around her waist. Then, she leaned closer to the bucket. He handed her the trowel, gripping the handle near the metal and guiding her hand with his.

“Spread it like peanut butter,” he teased, moving her hand in a slow arc. “But keep the angle consistent, so the grooves are even.”

She tried it, dipping the trowel into the adhesive. She scooped out a thick glob, let it fall onto the subfloor with a wet slap, and then she flattened it with the flat of the trowel. She set the edge of the trowel down at an angle, just as he’d shown her. She then dragged it through the adhesive with slow, careful pressure. The ridges formed in the adhesive. Each one stood up in a neat row. She glanced up at him. Her lips curved in a small, satisfied smile.

“This is kind of fun,” she said, glancing at him. “Though definitely not as glamorous as working with clients in an office.”

Ethan placed a tile on the adhesive she spread, giving it a light press. He picked up the tile between his thumb and fingers, lined it up with the edge of the last one, and set it down on the ridges Victoria had made. He pressed down with his palm, rocking the tile gently until it settled into the adhesive. He ran a fingertip along the edge to make sure it was flush. Then he pressed down on each corner in turn, feeling the tile sink into place.

“It can be satisfying, seeing immediate progress. The biggest challenge is making sure everything’s lined up, especially if we’re using patterns.” He reached for a small yellow level, setting it across the top of the tile. He checked the bubble, adjusted the tile with a tiny nudge, and then he nodded.

Victoria examined the tile and the space around it. She reached for a handful of plastic spacers from the bag beside her. Her fingers trembled slightly from the cold. She placed a spacer at each corner of the tile, pressing them down into the adhesive until they stood upright. She double-checked the alignment. Then she looked up at Ethan for confirmation.

“Should I grab the next one?”

“Absolutely,” Ethan said, pointing to the stack beside her. “Just keep an eye on the spacing, press it in gently, and repeat.”

She followed his instructions, reaching for the next tile. She picked it up with both hands. Her fingers curled around the cool porcelain. She turned it over, checking for chips or cracks, then set it down on the adhesive next to the first tile. She pressed down with her palms, shifting her weight forward until the tile settled. She adjusted the position slightly, then pressed down on each corner. She did this just as Ethan had shown her. She reached for more spacers and placed them at each corner. Then she checked the alignment with the edge of the previous tile.

Ethan watched her work. He occasionally reached over to check the level or adjust a tile by a millimeter. He kept an eye on the pattern, making sure each row lined up with the last. He dipped the trowel into the adhesive again, scooping out another batch and spreading it in a neat rectangle for the next tile. He dragged the notched edge through the adhesive, forming new ridges. Then he wiped the trowel on the rim of the bucket.

Victoria placed another tile, pressing it into the adhesive and adjusting the position until it was flush with the others. She set spacers at each corner, then leaned back on her heels. She checked her progress. She brushed a strand of hair away from her cheek, tucking it behind her ear. Then she glanced over at Ethan.

He checked the alignment with the level, holding it against the edge of the last tile. The bubble stayed centered, so he nodded in approval. “Looks good. We’ll keep going like this, row by row, until we reach the other wall.”

Victoria pushed back some of her hair. Her fingers brushed along her temple. She looked down at the tiles, then back at Ethan. “I never saw myself doing construction. But there’s something about building your own house that feels rewarding.”

“It does,” Ethan agreed. “And we’ll be able to say we did parts of it ourselves. Cuts down on labor costs too.”

Victoria smiled. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold and the effort. She shifted her weight and adjusted her knees on the hard plywood. Then she reached for another tile.

She paused, glancing around at the unfinished bathroom walls. The drywall was still rough, and the seams were visible. There were patches of exposed insulation at the corners and around the window. A few stray screws protruded, catching the late afternoon light. She pressed her lips together and said, “We might have to pick out paint colors soon.” Her tone was thoughtful. She reached out and ran her fingertips along a seam in the wall, feeling the uneven surface. “I can’t decide if I want something vibrant, or just a neutral tone.”

He shrugged. His knees were still bent, and he shifted his weight to relieve some of the pressure on his ankles. “We can bounce ideas off Jess and Claire as well. Even Ashley, if she wants to weigh in.” He picked up a tile from the open cardboard box beside him, turning it over in his palm to check for chips.

Victoria raised an eyebrow, glancing at him sidelong. “True. With so many people, we’ll probably want to compromise. But I like that we can design it from scratch.” She set down the measuring tape on the edge of the bathtub, which was still covered in a protective sheet of plastic. The bathtub was still covered in a protective sheet of plastic as she reached for another tile spacer from the plastic container near her knee.

They continued laying tile, working their way across the floor. Ethan leaned forward. He braced one hand flat on the subfloor and used the other to spread a thin layer of adhesive with a notched trowel. He pressed the edge of the trowel firmly against the surface, dragging it in slow, even lines, making sure the ridges were uniform. He set the trowel aside, wiped his fingers on his pant leg, and then he picked up a tile. He positioned it carefully at the edge of the last row, aligning it against the spacers Victoria had placed. He pressed down with his palm, rocking the tile back and forth to seat it securely. Then he tapped each corner to check for levelness.

Victoria knelt a few feet away. Her knees rested on a folded towel. She checked the alignment of the row with a small bubble level, adjusting a tile by nudging it slightly with her thumb. She reached for a spacer, pinching it between her fingers and sliding it between two tiles, pushing until it was flush with the edges. She paused. She flexed her fingers, then dipped the tip of her finger into the adhesive to scrape away a small glob that had squeezed up through a seam.

Occasionally, Ethan would push to his feet, bracing himself on the edge of the unfinished vanity, and cross the room to grab a fresh batch of tiles from the stack in the corner. He bent at the waist, lifting four or five tiles at a time, balancing them with both hands. He walked back, stepping carefully over the bucket of adhesive and a pile of cut tile scraps, and set the tiles down within reach. He knelt again and shifted his weight with a grunt. Then he handed a tile to Victoria.

After a few rows, he felt his back stiffen. He straightened up, rolling his shoulders, and let out a rough breath. “It’s definitely a workout.” He pressed a hand into the small of his back and looked down at the progress they’d made. He stretched slightly. The new tiles gleamed in the afternoon light, forming crisp, even lines across the floor.

Victoria unclipped a measuring tape from her belt loop, letting the metal tape retract with a snap. She extended it to check the length of the next section, holding the end against the wall and reading the numbers carefully. “We’re almost done with this section. Maybe we can call it a day soon. It’s not like it’s pressing that we finish everything right now.” She reeled the tape back in and coiled it neatly. Then she clipped it to her belt again.

He nodded, brushing off his hands against his thighs, leaving faint smears of gray dust on the faded fabric. “Agreed. We can’t grout until this sets, anyway. We’ll do that tomorrow or the day after.” He picked up a damp rag and wiped adhesive off his fingers. After that, he tossed the rag back into the bucket.

She tapped her foot lightly on the subfloor. The motion made the dust around her boot shift. “When do you think you’ll have time for the rest of the flooring? We’re leaving for the ski trip soon, right?” She ran her hand through her hair. She tucked a loose strand behind her ear.

Ethan did a quick mental calculation. He glanced at the calendar tacked to the wall. The pages were curled at the edges. “We’ll have about four or five days before we go. I can start on any other bathroom tomorrow, or maybe tackle some painting if this sets quickly. Plus, the next steps mostly involve the contractors for drywall and finishing.” He leaned over the stack of tile boxes, counting how many were left.

Victoria frowned. Her brow creased as she looked at the unfinished ceiling. “What if they run into an issue while we’re gone?” She traced a finger along the edge of a tile, feeling for any chips.

He kept his tone reassuring, straightening to meet her eyes. “I’ll make sure they have the plan, and they can leave any tricky segments for me until we’re back. This place won’t be move-in ready until spring anyway. A few days away won’t hurt.” He set his hands on his hips, surveying the room.

She let out a breathy laugh. Her shoulders relaxed. “Okay.” She glanced at the tiles again, studying the pattern. “This is satisfying, but I’m definitely getting cold. My fingers feel numb.” She flexed her hands, rubbing her palms together to restore warmth. The tips of her fingers were tinged red from the cold.

Ethan set down a newly placed tile, pressing it into the adhesive with his palm. He rocked back onto his heels, then stood, stretching his arms above his head. “Let’s wrap up for now. We did enough for the day.” He offered her a hand to help her stand. His fingers were outstretched and dusted with adhesive. “Nice job, by the way.”

She took his hand, gripping it firmly. He pulled her to her feet, steadying her as she rose. She brushed dust off her jacket, sweeping her palms over the front and sleeves, sending small clouds of white powder drifting to the floor. “I’m pretty proud of myself.” She checked her jeans, brushing at a streak of adhesive near her knee. “Though I might need a hot shower after this.” She tugged her jacket down over her hips, smoothing the fabric.

He gave a light grin. His lips were curving. “Your first tile-laying experience. Not bad at all.” He bent to pick up the bucket of unused adhesive, setting the lid on tightly.

They walked toward the door, stepping carefully over a coil of extension cord and a pile of scrap wood. Victoria paused to glance at the pattern of the laid tiles, admiring the neat rows. She crouched down for a moment, running her hand lightly over the surface to feel the evenness. After that, she stood and nodded with satisfaction. “Each step like this makes it easier to picture living here. Especially once it’s painted, heated, and furnished, it will look beautiful.” She pulled her jacket collar tighter around her neck. Her fingers fumbled with the zipper. “I’m looking forward to a hot drink. Want to head back and see if the others are home?”

He nodded, flicking off the single overhead work light. The bulb went dark. It was shielded by a wire cage, leaving the room in shadow. “Sure. Let’s get out of this cold shell for a while.” He unplugged the extension cord from the wall, winding it into a loose coil and hanging it from a nail just outside the door.

They stepped carefully out of the half-finished bathroom. They navigated around building materials. Victoria skirted a pile of drywall leaning against the hallway wall. Her boots crunched on stray bits of plaster. The door frame still lacked trim, exposing raw wood at the edges. The windows were partially covered in protective plastic, taped at the corners, filtering the sunlight into a diffuse glow that caught on the dust motes in the air. Despite its unfinished state, Ethan could sense the potential. He paused to check the locks on the windows, pressing each latch down to make sure they were secure.

He locked up, making sure the outer door was secure, turning the deadbolt and testing the handle twice. He stepped outside, holding the door open for Victoria. She ducked beneath the low frame. Her hair brushed the edge as she passed through. A brisk breeze greeted them, tugging at their jackets and making Victoria’s dark hair whip across her face. At least the sun was out, brightening the late afternoon sky and casting long shadows across the yard.

“Back home we go,” Victoria said, rubbing her arms briskly through the sleeves of her jacket. The fabric stretched across her chest as she hugged herself. “I just want to curl up under a blanket.” She started down the path.

Ethan laughed softly. His breath formed a faint cloud in the cold air. “We can do that, and maybe talk about the final details of our trip. We leave in a few days.” He fell into step beside her, matching her pace.

She walked beside him along the short path leading to his house, stepping over a patch of frozen mud. “Sounds like a plan. Maybe Jess is cooking again, or Claire might want to order takeout.” She glanced at the front windows of the house, looking for any sign of movement inside.

He paused at the fence, exhaling a visible breath. He leaned against the wooden post, waiting for Victoria to catch up. “Either way, so long as it’s warm, I’m in.” He pushed the gate open. He let her go through first, then followed her up the walkway toward the house.


CHAPTER 6

Ethan gripped the thick handle of his duffel bag. The canvas felt rough against his palm as he hoisted it up with a grunt. He stepped up to the back of the rented SUV, feeling the cold metal of the trunk as he pressed the release and lifted it open. The interior was already half-full with a jumble of suitcases and gear. He bent at the waist, and his muscles tensed under his jacket. He maneuvered his bag into a gap between Claire’s hard-sided suitcase and a set of ski poles. He pushed the bag farther in, using both hands to wedge it tightly so it wouldn’t slide around during the drive. He pressed down on the zipper to make sure it was fully closed, then gave a final nudge to the bag. He checked that nothing would shift.

He straightened and turned. He exhaled a cloud of white breath just as Claire, Jess, and Victoria hurried down the sidewalk toward him. Their boots scuffed against the concrete. Each of them carried her own luggage. The morning was cold enough that the air stung against their cheeks and made their hands ache if left uncovered. Jess reached the curb first. Her ponytail swung behind her as she immediately swung her duffel into the trunk. She braced her knee against the bumper. Then, she used both arms to haul the bag up and over the edge, letting it drop into place with a soft thud.

“I think that’s the last of it,” Jess said, brushing her hands together as if to rid them of dust. She turned to look at Claire. Claire was a step behind, dragging a large wheeled suitcase along the pavement.

“Claire, is that all your stuff?” Jess asked. She glanced at the bulging suitcase and the smaller tote bag slung over Claire’s shoulder.

Claire nodded. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold and the exertion. “I’ve got my ski jacket, gloves, scarves… all of it in here.” She patted the side of her suitcase, the thick fabric of her glove muffling the sound. Her blonde hair, cut just below her chin, shifted and caught the light as she moved her head.

Victoria hovered near the open back seat, shifting her weight from foot to foot. She wore a fitted black coat that hugged her waist, and she held a medium-sized suitcase by the handle. The wheels of the suitcase left faint tracks in the thin dusting of frost on the pavement. “I’m trying to travel light, but I always feel like I’m forgetting something.” She set her suitcase down at her feet and reached behind her to close the passenger side door with a firm push. The latch clicked shut.

Ethan watched the three women with a small, satisfied smile. He scanned the trunk, mentally tallying up the bags. He then said, “We’ll be fine. If we need anything, we can buy it near the resort.” He reached up and pulled the trunk lid down, and he pressed until it latched with a dull thunk.

A moment later, the sound of a car engine drew their attention. A modest sedan rolled to a stop at the curb. The driver’s door opened, and Ashley stepped out. She wore a pale blue sweater that hugged her curves and a pair of snug jeans. Her frame was short and compact. Her breasts strained subtly against the knit fabric as she bent to grab her weekend bag from the passenger seat. She straightened and slung the strap over her shoulder. Then she walked toward the group, her hips swaying with each step. Ethan’s eyes flicked briefly to her chest before he looked away.

“Hey, everyone,” Ashley said. Her voice was bright as she approached. She adjusted the strap of her bag, shifting it higher on her shoulder so it wouldn’t slip. “Thanks for letting me come. I’m so excited.” She stopped next to Victoria, her cheeks pink from the cold.

Victoria stepped forward. “You made it. Perfect timing.” She glanced at Ethan. Her eyebrows were raised in question. “Is there room in the trunk for Ashley’s bag, or should we shuffle things around?”

Ethan moved toward the SUV, reaching for the rear passenger door. He pulled the handle and swung the door open, exposing the back seat and the floor space beneath. “We can rearrange a bit. One suitcase can go in the footwell if needed.” He leaned in, pushing the front passenger seat forward to create more room.

Ashley gripped the handles of her weekend bag with both hands. She then stepped around to the open trunk. “I can keep my bag with me on the seat if that’s easier,” she offered, her voice casual.

“Nah, we’ll fit it,” Ethan replied. He reached into the trunk, bracing his left hand on the bumper for support. He shifted Jess’s duffel bag to the right, then slid Victoria’s suitcase farther back. He took Ashley’s bag from her, and he felt the weight of it. Then he tucked it into the newly created space, pushing down until it wedged securely between the larger suitcases. He checked that nothing was pinched or at risk of falling out. Then he pressed the trunk lid down again, using both hands to ensure it was fully closed.

“There, done. Hop in,” Ethan said, stepping away from the SUV.

The group began to load into the vehicle. Jess opened the front passenger door and climbed in, pulling her seatbelt across her chest and clicking it into place. She adjusted the seat, reaching down to slide it back for more legroom, then set her phone in the cupholder. Claire circled around to the rear driver’s side door and tugged it open. She maneuvered her suitcase into the footwell before sliding onto the seat. She smoothed her coat over her lap and buckled herself in. Her hair fell forward as she leaned down. Victoria followed. She opened the opposite rear door and settled in next to Claire, her knees brushing against her own suitcase in the limited space. Ashley climbed in last, closing the door with a firm pull and squirming into the middle seat. Her thighs pressed between Claire and Victoria. She balanced her hands on her knees. She shifted until she found a comfortable position, then clicked her seatbelt shut.

Ethan circled the SUV, checking that all the doors were closed, then slid into the driver’s seat. He adjusted the rearview mirror, angling it so he could see the three women in the back seat. Their bodies were crowded together, and their shoulders were touching. They tried to arrange their coats and bags in the cramped space. He pressed the ignition button, feeling the engine shudder to life beneath his feet.

He glanced over at Jess. She was already scrolling through her phone. “Everyone ready?” He asked. His mouth curved into a light grin.

“Yep,” Jess replied, snapping her seatbelt into place. “Let’s go. We’ll stop for coffee or something along the way.” She set her phone down and looked out the window, anticipation clear in her posture.

Ethan wrapped his fingers around the steering wheel. He shifted the SUV into drive and eased onto the road. The tires crunched over the thin layer of frost as he turned out of the neighborhood. The houses fell away behind them, and the road opened up. It was bordered by fields dusted with snow and patches of dormant trees. Inside the SUV, the heater began to push warm air into the cabin. It was slowly taking the edge off the morning chill.

The conversation picked up quickly. Jess launched into a description of the latest project at the tech company, explaining the challenges of integrating new software with their existing systems. She gestured with her hands as she spoke, her enthusiasm obvious. Claire listened intently. Then she offered stories from her own job at the bank, describing the endless spreadsheets and the small victories of balancing accounts. Victoria chimed in from the back seat, talking about the architecture business and the projects they’d put on hold for the trip. She described a design for a client’s mountain cabin.

Ashley listened. She tilted her head toward the others and asked questions when she didn’t understand something. She shared that things at the restaurant were steady, explaining the rushes during lunch and dinner. She also mentioned how her dad, Tom, was thriving with his hardware store. “He’s not thrilled that I’m gone for a bit, but I told him it’s just a week or two. He can manage the house by himself.” She smiled, glancing at Ethan in the rearview mirror.

The miles slipped by. After an hour, Ethan pulled off at a modest roadside café. He parked the SUV. Then he turned off the engine. Everyone unbuckled their seatbelts and climbed out, stretching their legs in the chilly air. Jess led the way inside, pushing open the glass door. The group ordered coffee and sandwiches, standing at the counter as the barista prepared their drinks. Ethan wrapped his hands around a hot cup, letting the warmth seep into his skin, while the others found a table near the window. They ate quickly, trading bites of sandwiches and sips of coffee. Afterward, they bundled up again and returned to the SUV.

Back on the road, they continued their journey. The conversation shifted. Jess twisted in her seat to face the back. “What’s the difference between skiing and snowboarding, anyway? I know the equipment is different, but is there a huge difference in how you move?”

Jess leaned on the back of Ethan’s seat. Her arm draped over the headrest. “Yes and no. In skiing, your legs move somewhat independently. Snowboarding is all about shifting your weight from heels to toes. It feels awkward at first, but once you get it, it’s great.” She mimed the motion with her hands, showing how the balance shifted.

Ethan glanced in the mirror. “I promised Claire I’d teach her to ski. I guess Jess is going to show me how to snowboard.”

Ashley bounced slightly in her seat. Her breasts jiggled under her sweater as she did. “I can’t wait to watch. Are you sure you want to give up skiing, Ethan? Isn’t that your comfort zone?”

He shrugged. He kept one hand steady on the wheel. “I figure I can do both if there’s time. I don’t mind trying something new.”

The hours passed with more stories and laughter. The SUV climbed a winding mountain road. The engine was laboring as they ascended. Snow thickened along the shoulders, and the trees grew denser, branches heavy with powder. The group pressed their faces to the windows, watching as the landscape changed from rolling fields to rugged slopes.

Finally, Ethan guided the SUV into the resort’s parking lot. He eased the vehicle into a spot near the main building. The lot was covered in a fresh layer of snow. Tire tracks crisscrossed the surface. He shifted into park and turned off the engine.

“All right,” Ethan said. His voice was steady as he looked over at the group. “Let’s check in.”

They emerged one after another from the car. Each person paused on the icy pavement to pull their coats tighter around themselves. Claire reached into the back seat. Her fingers fumbled with the zipper of her navy blue parka as she tugged it up to her chin. She wrapped a thick, gray scarf around her neck, winding it twice before tucking the ends into the front of her coat. Jess was shivering. She pulled a knit hat over her hair, smoothing it down so it hugged her head, then slipped her hands into fingerless gloves. Victoria adjusted the collar of her dark wool coat, buttoning it all the way up. She then looped her long burgundy scarf once over her shoulders. Ashley stood by the trunk. She shrugged into a puffy white jacket, yanked the hood up, and adjusted the drawstrings so it framed her face. Ethan zipped his black down jacket, making sure it was fully closed. He then pulled a beanie low over his ears.

They turned their attention to the car’s trunk. Ethan pressed the key fob. The trunk popped open with a soft click. He stepped forward and braced one hand on the edge. He hoisted his duffel bag out, setting it on the ground. Jess reached for her rolling suitcase. She wrapped both hands around the handle, then pulled it out and let the wheels settle onto the icy gravel. Claire took her backpack and slung it over one shoulder. Then she grabbed her small rolling bag, extending the handle and testing its sturdiness. Victoria leaned in. Her fingers curled around the leather handle of her overnight bag as she lifted it with a small grunt, then swung it down to rest at her feet. Ashley pulled out her own suitcase, a bright red hard-shell. She set it upright, checking to be sure the zipper was closed.

Ethan shut the trunk with both hands, pressing down until he heard the latch click. He glanced around, making sure no one had left anything behind. Jess patted her coat pockets, confirming she had her phone and wallet. Claire checked her backpack for her charger and a paperback novel. After finding everything, she zipped it closed again. Victoria adjusted the strap of her bag on her shoulder, shifting its weight for comfort. Ashley picked up her suitcase handle. Her knuckles whitened as she gripped it, and she nodded that she was ready.

They turned as a group and approached the hotel’s entrance. The building’s grand wooden facade loomed ahead. The beams were thick and dark, framing wide glass doors. Icicles hung from the overhang, catching the last rays of the afternoon sun. They walked carefully up the salt-scattered steps. Their boots crunched on the gritty surface. Claire paused at the threshold. She pulled her scarf a little tighter and then stepped inside, holding the door for the others. Jess followed, rolling her suitcase behind her. Its wheels made a soft thud as they crossed the threshold. Victoria and Ashley came next, with Ethan bringing up the rear. He had a duffel slung over one shoulder.

Inside, they were greeted by a rush of warmth. The warmth enveloped them as they stepped in. The lobby’s polished wood floors reflected the glow from overhead lights. A tall stone fireplace dominated the center of the room. Flames flickered behind a glass screen and illuminated the rough gray stones stacked nearly to the ceiling. A thick rug sat in front of the hearth, and several leather armchairs were arranged around it. Some of the chairs were already occupied by other guests. The walls were adorned with framed photographs of snowy mountain scenes and wildlife.

The group paused just inside the door, stamping their boots to knock off the snow. Claire unwound her scarf and let it drape over her shoulders. She then unzipped her coat halfway. Jess pulled off her hat and ruffled her hair. She then tucked the hat into her coat pocket. Victoria loosened her scarf, letting it fall open. She then unbuttoned her coat. Ashley pushed her hood back, revealing her face, and shook a few stray snowflakes from her hair.

They located the check-in desk at the far end of the lobby. A short line of guests waited, each person with luggage at their feet. Ethan led the way, walking briskly to join the line. The others followed, standing close together, shifting their weight from foot to foot as they waited. Jess set her suitcase upright, resting one hand on the handle. Claire leaned against her rolling bag, glancing around at the decor. Victoria adjusted her bag on her shoulder again, and Ashley placed her suitcase beside her. She tapped her fingers on the handle.

After a few minutes, the line moved forward. Ethan stepped up to the counter, setting his duffel down at his feet. The clerk, a young woman in a crisp hotel uniform, smiled politely. Ethan reached into his jacket pocket, pulled out his wallet, and slid his driver’s license across the counter.

“Reservation under Ethan,” he said. His voice was calm but clear.

The clerk took the ID, turning it over to check the name, then began tapping at the computer keyboard. Her fingers moved quickly as she looked between the screen and the ID. After a few moments, she confirmed the reservation details. She explained that their suite included two bedrooms, a living room area, and a small kitchenette. She printed out a registration form, sliding it across the counter along with a pen.

Ethan picked up the pen, reading through the form line by line. He filled in his signature, then dated the form. He pressed the pen down firmly. Once finished, he set the pen back on the counter and handed the form to the clerk. She filed the paperwork away. Then she retrieved two key cards from a drawer, slid them into paper sleeves, and handed them to Ethan.

He accepted the cards, tucking one into his wallet and holding the other between his fingers. He turned to the group, giving a small nod. “All set,” he said.

They gathered their luggage. Each person reached for their respective bags. Ethan looped the duffel’s strap over his shoulder again. Jess gripped her suitcase handle, pulling it upright. Claire adjusted her backpack, shifting it so it sat comfortably on her back, then took hold of her rolling bag. Victoria picked up her overnight bag, holding it close to her side. Ashley grabbed her suitcase, pulling it behind her as they moved away from the counter.


CHAPTER 7

They crossed the lobby, weaving between other guests and staff. Ethan led the way to the elevators. He followed the signs posted on the wall. They waited for a car. They stood in a loose semicircle. Jess checked her phone. She scrolled briefly before slipping it back into her pocket. Claire glanced at the fireplace, watching the flames. Victoria looked up at the ceiling. She noted the exposed wooden beams. Ashley shifted from foot to foot, impatience clear in her posture.

The elevator arrived with a soft ding. The doors slid open. They then filed inside. Ethan pressed the button for their floor. Then, he stepped to the side to make room. Jess rolled her suitcase in, standing beside Ethan. Claire squeezed in next to Jess. Her bag pressed against her leg. Victoria and Ashley entered last. Ashley maneuvered her suitcase so it didn’t bump into anyone.

The doors closed, and the elevator began its ascent. They stood in silence, the only movement the shifting of bags and the occasional adjustment of a coat. When the elevator stopped, the doors opened. They opened onto a carpeted hallway. Ethan stepped out first. He checked the room number on the sleeve of the key card, then led the way down the hall. The others followed. The wheels of their luggage thumped softly against the patterned carpet.

At their suite, Ethan stopped. He slid the key card into the lock. The light flashed green. He pressed down on the handle and pushed the door open. He stepped inside and held the door for the others. Jess entered next, pulling her suitcase behind her, followed by Claire, Victoria, and Ashley.

The living area was immediately inviting. A rustic-style couch with thick cushions sat against one wall, a wooden coffee table in front of it. In the corner, a small fireplace with a stone surround promised warmth. Ethan set his duffel down just inside the door. He then stepped further in, surveying the space. Jess rolled her suitcase to the side of the couch, parking it out of the way. Claire walked to the large window that dominated the outer wall, setting her backpack on the floor and pulling her rolling bag beside it.

She stepped up to the glass. Her eyes widened as she took in the view. Outside, snow-dusted pine trees stretched out, their branches heavy with fresh powder. Beyond the trees, pink clouds drifted over the horizon. The last light of day painted the sky in soft colors. The sun was low, casting a faint glow over the landscape.

“Wow,” Claire breathed, stepping closer to the window until her breath fogged the glass. She pressed her fingertips lightly against the cold surface. Her eyes were fixed on the vista outside.

Victoria crossed the room, pausing near the window to look out as well. She nodded. Her lips curved in a small smile. “It’s lovely.” She shrugged out of her coat, slipping it off her shoulders. She then tossed it onto a nearby armchair. The coat landed in a loose heap. The burgundy scarf trailed over the armrest. The curve of Victoria’s waist was briefly visible through the fitted black sweater she wore beneath.

Jess set her bag down near the coffee table, then stood with her hands on her hips, scanning the room. “This is pretty nice,” she said, nodding in approval.

Ashley wandered toward the hallway that led to the bedrooms, suitcase in hand. She pushed open the first door she came to, peering inside. She stepped into the room, letting her suitcase rest against the wall. After that, she turned back toward the others. “This room’s got two beds. I guess the other bedroom has one big bed?” She looked to Ethan. Her eyebrows were raised in question.

Ethan unslung his duffel, letting it drop to the floor with a muted thud. He straightened, stretching his shoulders. “Yeah, that’s supposed to be the layout. We can decide who sleeps where. Sort it out as we go.”

Claire crossed the room to Jess, nudging her lightly with an elbow. “You, me, and Ethan in one bed again?” Her tone was teasing. A crooked smile was on her lips.

Jess snorted, rolling her eyes. “We can figure out the arrangement. Let’s not jump to assumptions.”

Everyone laughed, the tension of travel easing away. Jess grinned, shaking her head. Victoria chuckled, covering her mouth with one hand. Ashley smiled, leaning against the doorframe. Ethan let out a low laugh, relaxing his stance.

They began to unpack. Each person claimed a spot for their luggage, setting bags beside the couch, near the window, or just inside the bedrooms. Jess unzipped her suitcase. She pulled out a folded sweater and laid it over the back of the couch. Claire dug into her backpack for her phone charger and a paperback, setting both on the coffee table. Victoria retrieved a small toiletry bag from her overnight bag, placing it on a side table. Ashley opened her suitcase, checking to make sure her pajamas were on top for easy access later.

The day was waning. The light outside was fading to a dusky pink. Someone suggested heading down to the hotel’s bar for drinks before dinner. The idea was met with general agreement.

Ethan checked his watch, lifting his wrist and tilting it to catch the light. “We’ve still got time before the sun sets completely. The bar area apparently has a big outdoor fire pit we can sit around. Might be worth a try.”

Claire’s face brightened. Her eyes lit up. “Let’s do it. I’d love a glass of wine. Maybe something to warm me up.”

They put away their things, making sure valuables were zipped and stowed. Jess zipped her suitcase closed, tucking it beside the couch. Claire slipped her phone into her back pocket and draped her scarf loosely around her neck. Victoria grabbed her coat from the armchair, pulling it on but leaving it unbuttoned. Ashley closed her suitcase. She left it standing upright by the bedroom door.

They left the suite together. Ethan locked the door behind them and pocketed the key card. They walked down the hallway, retracing their steps to the elevator. Jess pressed the call button, and they waited. They shifted their weight and exchanged quiet remarks. When the elevator arrived, they all stepped inside. They stood shoulder to shoulder as the doors closed.

Back in the lobby, they followed signs pointing toward the bar and patio. The group walked past the check-in counter, through a wide corridor lined with framed landscape prints, and out a set of glass doors at the far end. The covered patio lay beyond. It was strung with warm yellow lights that glowed against the encroaching dusk.

In the center of the patio, a large circular gas fire pit burned steadily, blue-orange flames flickering above a bed of smooth stones. Plush lounge chairs were upholstered in dark fabric. They were arranged in a loose ring around the fire. The group approached. Each person chose a seat. Jess dropped into a chair, crossing one leg over the other. Claire settled beside her, tucking her feet up and wrapping her scarf around her shoulders. Victoria sat on the other side, smoothing her skirt over her knees. Ashley took a seat opposite the fire, pulling her coat tighter. Ethan sat last. He leaned back and stretched his legs out.

A server approached, notepad in hand. Each person ordered a drink. Claire requested a glass of red wine, Jess a whiskey sour, Victoria a gin and tonic, Ashley a hot toddy, and Ethan a local craft beer. The server nodded. He repeated the order and then disappeared back inside.

They sat quietly, the fire’s warmth cutting through the crisp winter air that slipped in around them. When the server returned with their drinks, each person took their glass, fingers curling around the cold or warm surface, and settled in. The glow of the fire reflected in their eyes as they relaxed into the evening.

Victoria lifted her mug. Her fingers curled around the warm ceramic. She brought it to her lips, tilting it slightly so that the spiced mulled wine touched her tongue. The heat spread through her mouth and down her throat, and she swallowed. She felt the lingering warmth settle in her chest. She set the mug back onto the low table beside her chair. The base made a faint tap against the wood. She leaned back. Her shoulders relaxed as she glanced at the flames that flickered in the fire pit a few feet away. The light painted shifting gold and orange patterns across her face. “This is nice,” she said. Her voice was calm and even. “It’s quiet, and the flames keep us warm.”

Ashley nodded. She did not speak and shifted in her seat. She pressed her back against the thick cushion, letting her body sink into the chair. She crossed her legs at the ankle, stretching them out in front of her so her toes pointed toward the fire. She pulled her own mug of wine closer, wrapping both hands around it, and took a small sip. Her eyes were fixed on the glowing logs.

Ethan sat upright. His hands rested on his thighs. He paused, turning his head to take in the scene around him. He looked first at Victoria, then at Ashley, and then at the other two women sitting to his left. The five of them formed a loose circle around the fire pit, each with their own chair. The flames sent up little bursts of sparks that danced in the air before dying out. Beyond the covered patio, snow drifted down in slow, lazy spirals. It collected in soft mounds on the ground just past the edge of the roof. The snow caught the light from the fire, giving the world outside a faint, silvery glow. Ethan let his shoulders drop, feeling a sense of comfort settle over him, the closeness of his friends a buffer against the cold and the stress they’d left behind.

Jess lifted her glass. Her fingers were wrapped around the stem. She raised it to chest height and held it steady, looking at each of her friends in turn. “To a relaxing vacation,” she said, her tone light. She waited a beat, making sure everyone was paying attention. Victoria reached for her mug, Ashley brought her glass up, and Claire mirrored the gesture. Ethan picked up his own drink. The glass felt cool against his palm.

They leaned in, careful not to spill. Jess’s glass tapped against Victoria’s mug with a soft clink, then against Claire’s, then Ashley’s. Ethan tilted his glass to meet each of theirs in turn. The sounds were muted and gentle. None of them spoke loudly or made a show of the toast. They simply exchanged small nods, meeting each other’s eyes with quiet smiles.

A moment later, Jess set her glass back on the table and tucked her feet up under her. Victoria reached for the wine bottle and poured herself a little more. The liquid glugged into her mug. Claire leaned forward. Her elbows rested on her knees as she started telling a story about something that had happened at work the previous week. Ashley laughed and shook her head. The conversation flowed easily, each person taking a turn to share a story or joke. The mood was relaxed and unhurried.

As they talked, the fire burned lower. The logs settled into a bed of glowing coals. The sky beyond the patio darkened. The snow was still falling steadily. The air grew colder, and Ethan noticed the way Victoria pulled her cardigan tighter around her shoulders. He saw her wrap the fabric more securely around her shoulders. Ashley rubbed her arms, shifting in her seat to get closer to the heat. Jess leaned forward, holding her hands out to the fire, letting the warmth soak into her skin. Claire finished her drink and set the empty glass aside. Her cheeks were flushed from the wine and the heat.

Eventually, they drained the last drops from their glasses. Ethan set his empty glass on the table and straightened up, glancing around at the others. “Ready to head in?” He asked. His tone was low.

Victoria nodded, gathering her scarf from the back of her chair and looping it around her neck. Ashley stood. She smoothed her pants with her palms, then reached down to pick up the blanket she’d draped over her lap. Jess unfolded her legs. She stood up and stretched her arms overhead. Claire rose more slowly, pushing herself up with both hands braced on the armrests.

Ethan stepped toward the door that led inside, holding it open as the others filed through. Victoria went first, ducking her head as she passed under his arm. Ashley followed, clutching her blanket. Jess stepped through next, brushing a hand over Ethan’s shoulder as she passed. Claire came last, pausing to glance back at the dying fire before moving inside.

Once they were all through, Ethan let the door swing shut behind him. He heard the latch clicking into place. The warmth of the resort’s interior washed over them, a welcome contrast to the chill outside. They walked together down the carpeted corridor. Their footsteps were muffled. The walls were painted a soft cream, and sconces cast a steady, golden light along the hallway. Victoria led the way. Her scarf trailed behind her as she walked. Ashley fell into step beside her, and the group made their way to the suite reserved for them.

Inside the suite, Ethan closed the door. He then turned the deadbolt. The common area felt cozy and warm. Victoria and Ashley peeled off toward the second bedroom, carrying their overnight bags. Jess and Claire headed for the main bedroom. Ethan followed behind them.

He paused just inside the doorway. He took in the king bed that dominated the room. The headboard was upholstered in dark blue fabric, and the bed itself was turned down. The sheets were crisp and white. A stack of pillows rested at the head, and a thick duvet covered the mattress. The bed was wide, but Ethan could tell that fitting three adults side by side would be a tight squeeze.

Claire set her pajamas on the foot of the bed. The folded T-shirt and shorts were neatly stacked. She opened her bag, pulling out a small toiletry kit and setting it on the dresser. Jess sat down on the edge of the mattress, bouncing once to test its firmness. She looked up at Ethan. Her expression was expectant, and then she glanced at Claire.

“What do you think?” Claire asked, standing with her hands on her hips. “You want us in here, or should we rotate who sleeps where?”

Jess shrugged. Her shoulders rose and fell. She picked at the hem of her shorts. Then she looked up at Ethan. “We can try all three in here tonight. If it’s too crowded, we can adjust tomorrow.”

Ethan looked at the bed again, then at the two women. “Sure. We’ll figure it out. Victoria and Ashley can share the other room. It has two beds anyway.” He jerked his chin toward the hallway. Then he paused and listened for any sounds from the other bedroom. “They’re probably settling in now.”

Claire unzipped her bag and pulled out her T-shirt, slipping her arms through the sleeves. She tugged it down over her head, smoothing the fabric over her chest. She reached behind her back, unclasped her bra, and pulled it out through her sleeve. She tossed it onto her bag. She shimmied out of her jeans, pushing them down her thighs. Then she stepped out of them and folded them neatly. She picked up her shorts. She stepped into them one leg at a time and pulled them up over her hips. Her breasts pressed against the thin cotton of her T-shirt, nipples faintly visible through the fabric in the low lamplight.

Jess stood and peeled off her own shirt, lifting it over her head and dropping it onto the bed. She unclipped her bra, letting it fall away, then bent to slide her leggings down her legs. She stepped out of them. Then she reached for a clean T-shirt and pulled it on. She grabbed a pair of shorts from her bag and wriggled into them, then sat back down on the bed, running her fingers through her hair.

Ethan watched them. Then he turned away to strip off his own shirt, pulling it over his head and tossing it into his open suitcase. He undid his belt and slid his jeans down, stepping out of them. He folded them and set them on a chair, then grabbed a pair of loose shorts from his bag and pulled them on. The waistband felt snug around his hips. He left his chest bare. He felt the cool air on his skin.

Claire pulled back the covers on the bed, folding the duvet down to the foot. She climbed in and slid her legs under the sheets. Then she scooted toward the middle of the mattress. Jess followed, lifting the corner of the duvet and slipping beneath it. Her bare legs brushed against Claire’s as she settled in. Ethan circled the bed, lifted the duvet, and slid in on the other side. The fabric felt cool against his thighs. He shifted closer to the middle, making room for Jess and Claire to stretch out.

Jess reached for the curtains at the window, pinching the edge between her fingers. She drew them apart a few inches, just enough to reveal the glass. Outside, the moon hung low over the snow. Its pale light spilled across the drifts and cast faint, silvery patterns on the ground. She let the curtains fall back into place. Then she turned onto her side, facing the window.

“Good night,” Jess mumbled. Her voice was muffled by the pillow. She tucked her arm under her head. Her hair spilled across the pillowcase.

Claire scooted closer, shifting her body so her chest pressed against Ethan’s side. She draped her arm over his stomach. Her hand rested just above the waistband of his shorts. Her breasts pressed firmly against his ribs, the tips of her nipples brushing his skin through the thin cotton of her T-shirt.

Ethan exhaled. A long, slow breath left his chest. He let his muscles relax, feeling the tension from the day’s travel melt away. He slid his hand over Claire’s arm, tracing the length of it with his fingers, then let his palm rest on her hip. The blankets trapped their body heat, making the bed feel cocooned and secure despite the cool air in the room. The quiet of the resort at night settled over them. The silence was broken only by the faint creak of the bed as they shifted positions. Jess curled up on her side, knees drawn up, her back to Ethan and Claire. Claire nestled closer. Her thigh draped over Ethan’s leg, and her breath was warm against his neck. Ethan closed his eyes, letting the warmth and closeness lull him. Within minutes, the three of them drifted off, warm and content, the events of the day fading into a gentle blur as sleep claimed them.


CHAPTER 8

“Lean forward, then angle your skis,” Ethan told Claire the following morning. They stood side by side at the crest of the beginner’s slope, just beyond the wooden fencing that marked the start. The morning sun glinted off the powdery snow. The snow stretched in a gentle, undisturbed blanket down the run. Tall evergreens bordered the slope on both sides, their branches heavy with fresh snow, casting long blue shadows across the white. The air was sharp and cold, and it stung at their exposed cheeks. Their breath was visible in short, frosty puffs. Both of them wore thick gloves and insulated jackets, but the anticipation of the first run was already starting to cut through the chill. Adrenaline made their fingers twitch.

Claire looked down, planting her poles in the snow for stability. She bent at the waist. She peered at her boots, which were locked securely into the black and red bindings of her rental skis. The boots felt stiff and unfamiliar, pressing against her calves. She gingerly shifted her weight from one foot to the other, testing the way the skis responded. “Angle them how?” She asked. Her tone was tense with nerves.

Ethan stepped sideways, planting his left pole for balance. He twisted his hips, rotating his skis so the tips pointed down the slope. The tails splayed outward. He made sure to keep his weight centered, knees bent, showing her the wedge shape with deliberate clarity. “Like this,” he said, holding his position for several seconds so she could study the angle. He pressed the inside edges of his skis into the snow, leaving crisp, shallow tracks. “Keep them in a slight V. That’ll help you control your speed.”

Claire nodded, biting her lower lip. She planted her poles. Then she carefully angled the tips of her skis toward each other. The movement felt awkward; the stiff boots resisted, and her legs trembled with the effort. She looked down, checking the space between the ski tips. Then she adjusted them again, narrowing the gap until she matched Ethan’s wedge. The edges of her skis scraped across the powder, leaving thin, uneven lines behind. She kept her knees flexed. Her weight was slightly forward, and her arms were raised and bent at the elbows for balance. Her gloved fingers gripped the poles tightly. Her blonde hair peeked out from under her gray beanie. A few loose strands brushed her cheeks. The fitted ski jacket hugged her torso, accentuating the curve of her breasts beneath the thick fabric.

Ethan glanced at her, taking in her posture and the careful arrangement of her skis. He forced himself to focus on teaching. He did not let his eyes linger too long. “Remember,” he continued, shifting his weight evenly between his feet, “slow and steady. Don’t rush yourself. I’m right beside you.”

Claire let out a shaky breath, visible in the cold air. “All right.” She released her grip on one pole. Then, she planted it again a few inches ahead, ready to move. She leaned forward, shifting her hips so her center of gravity was just over the arches of her feet. Her legs trembled. Her muscles were tense. She inched forward, letting gravity take over. The tips of her skis began to slide. The powder compressed beneath the edges. She moved a foot or two. Then she instinctively pressed the inside edges into the snow, digging in hard. The resistance slowed her almost to a stop. Her arms wobbled as she fought for balance, and she let out a nervous laugh. Her cheeks were flushed. “This is terrifying and really fun.”

Ethan moved to her left, shuffling sideways with short, careful steps. He kept his skis parallel for a moment. Then, he angled them into a wedge again, matching her speed. He leaned forward. His knees were bent, and his own weight was balanced over his boots. He planted his poles, keeping them close to his body so he could react quickly if she needed help. “That’s normal at first. Let’s keep going. I’ll show you how to turn.”

Claire swallowed, focusing on his words. She looked down the slope, then at her skis, then back at Ethan. A few feet away, another group of beginners practiced the same wedge stance. Some of them struggled to stay upright, while others were already picking up speed. One young woman toppled over, landing heavily on her side. The man managed a slow, controlled stop. Claire kept her posture tense but upright. Her arms remained raised for balance.

Ethan shifted his weight to his right ski. “To turn, lean gently on the inside edge of the ski you want to turn away from,” he instructed. He demonstrated, angling his body and letting his hips follow the movement. He kept his knees flexed, steering with subtle pressure. “Shift your weight, just a little. Don’t force it.”

Claire nodded, her face set with focus. She bent her knees more, feeling the strain in her thighs. She tried to shift her weight to her left ski, pressing the inside edge into the snow. Her upper body wobbled, and her arms flailed for a moment, but she managed to pivot, the tips of her skis slowly swinging to the right. The motion was jerky. However, it worked. She slid a few feet in the new direction, her balance precarious. “Yes!” Ethan cheered softly, keeping his tone gentle so as not to startle her. He kept his eyes on her knees, making sure she didn’t lock them. “That’s it. Keep your knees flexed. Don’t lock them.”

Claire pressed her lips together, concentrating. The slope carried her forward. The snow crunched beneath her skis. She attempted another turn, this time to the left. She shifted her weight. Her hips lagged behind. The skis caught on the uneven surface, and she felt herself tipping. She threw her arms out, poles splaying to either side. She managed to catch herself, sliding sideways for a foot or two before regaining control. Her heart pounded, and she felt the adrenaline rush through her legs. “This is harder than it looks.”

Ethan grinned, holding back a laugh. He glided alongside her. He kept his movements controlled. “You’re doing well for a first timer. Most people fall multiple times by now.” He adjusted his own stance, keeping his knees bent and his weight low, ready to catch her if she lost control.

Claire glanced at him, grateful. She inched forward, planting her poles one after the other, pushing herself forward in small increments. The snow clung to the sides of her skis. It built up in soft ridges. She kept her arms raised, elbows bent, and her hands hovered just above her knees for balance. Her cheeks were flushed, both from the cold and the exertion.

“Thanks for not letting me do this alone,” she said. Her voice was quiet but earnest. She gave him a quick grin. Then she focused back on the slope.

They continued down the slope, moving in small, careful increments. Claire attempted another turn, this time with a bit more confidence. She shifted her weight, pressed the inside edge of her right ski into the snow, and let her hips follow the motion. The skis pivoted smoothly, and she glided to the left. Her balance improved with each attempt. Ethan matched her speed, gliding a few feet to her left, always within arm’s reach.

After a few more wobbly turns, Claire’s confidence grew. She pressed harder into the edges, letting herself pick up a bit more speed. Her movements became less hesitant. She still kept her knees bent and her arms raised for balance. She alternated between right and left turns. Her body swayed gently with each shift in direction. The snow sprayed up in small bursts from the edges of her skis, leaving a faint trail behind her.

Ethan offered quiet words of encouragement. His voice was steady and calm. He kept his eyes on her posture, making sure she didn’t lean too far back or lock her knees. He adjusted his own stance to match hers, showing her how to stay balanced and in control.

They passed another group of beginners, some of whom had fallen and were struggling to get back up. Claire glanced at them. Then she focused on staying upright. She flexed her ankles, feeling the boots press against her shins. She gripped her poles tightly. She used them to steady herself as she navigated the gentle slope.

As they neared the bottom, they noticed that the terrain leveled out. Claire leaned more heavily on her edges, pressing the inside of her skis into the snow. She slowed. Her speed dropped until she came to a complete stop. She planted her poles. She was breathing hard, and her cheeks were flushed with excitement and exertion. “I can’t believe I did it.”

Ethan skied up beside her, planting his poles in the snow. He reached out and gave her an encouraging pat on the back. His gloved hand rested against her jacket for a moment. “You did great. Let’s hop on the lift again. We can keep practicing.”

Claire nodded, her expression eager. She pushed herself upright, planting her poles firmly. The two of them shuffled toward the lift line, moving carefully to avoid crossing their skis. They sidestepped around a few other skiers, some of whom were still fumbling with their gear. Claire kept her arms close to her body. Her posture was relaxed now that the run was over.

They reached the base of the lift, where a short line of skiers waited. Claire watched the chairs swing around the loading area. The metal frames glinted in the sunlight. She stepped forward when it was their turn, planting her poles and positioning her skis parallel to the tracks. Ethan moved beside her, keeping his skis close to hers.

The lift attendant gestured. They shuffled forward to the loading line. Claire bent her knees, feeling the tension in her thighs. The chair swung around behind them, and she reached back. She gripped the edge with her gloved hand. She dropped her poles, letting them dangle from her wrists by the straps. She then lowered herself onto the cold metal seat. Ethan sat beside her, pulling the safety bar down in front of them.

The chairlift jerked forward, carrying them smoothly up the slope. Claire leaned back. She breathed deeply, her chest rising and falling beneath her fitted jacket. She glanced over at Ethan. A wide smile spread across her face. The snow-covered evergreens slid by below them. The slope stretched out in a gentle curve toward the horizon.

They sat quietly, letting the chairlift carry them back to the top, ready for another run.

Up above, the sky was a pale blue streaked with wisps of cloud. The cold breeze made them pull their jackets tight. Despite the cold, it was still a perfect ski day, with no heavy gusts and plenty of fresh snow.

Claire and Ethan glided off the lift. Their skis scraped lightly against the unloading platform. As the chair swung away behind them, Claire shifted her weight forward. She planted both poles in the packed snow for balance. She pressed her boots down into her bindings, feeling the familiar, rigid grip around her shins. Ethan angled his skis to the left, steering them both toward the flattest area just beyond the lift’s drop-off.

Claire braced herself. She planted her poles on either side of her hips, then pushed herself upright. Her shoulders were squared. “All right, let’s do it again.” Her voice came out steady, but her hands were tight around the grips of her poles, knuckles pale beneath her gloves.

Ethan gave a nod, watching her feet. Claire shuffled her skis so they were parallel. Then she angled the tips inward, forming a wedge. She dug the inside edges into the snow, knees bent, hips slightly back. She inhaled, filling her lungs with the cold air. Then she pushed off with her poles. The skis slid forward. The tips vibrated as they caught on the first uneven patch of snow.

This time, she started with a bit more confidence. She headed downhill in a wedge. She kept her knees bent. Her weight was centered over her boots. As the slope pitched downward, she let gravity pull her, resisting the urge to lean back. Her poles hung loosely in her hands. The tips dragged behind her in the snow.

She made a slight turn, shifting her weight onto her right ski. She pressed her left knee in, forcing the inside edge to catch. The skis responded, curving gently to the right. Her upper body twisted in the direction of the turn. Her arms extended for balance. She could feel the muscles in her thighs tensing, working to keep her steady.

Then she straightened, letting her skis glide straight for a few feet. The speed increased. The cold wind bit at her cheeks. She made a bigger turn, this time to the left. She pushed down harder on her right ski, feeling the edge bite into the snow. Her hips swiveled. Her shoulders followed. Her arms flailed, poles swinging wide, but she stayed upright. Her body wobbled but did not tip over.

With each yard she covered, her grin grew broader. She glanced up at Ethan, who was skiing slowly behind her, ready to help if she needed it. He was prepared to assist her if she required it. She focused on the rhythm of her turns—weight shift, edge, twist, straighten. The repetition made her feel more in control, each movement a little smoother than the last.

Near the bottom, the snow became deeper and fluffier. The packed surface gave way to a looser layer, and Claire’s skis sank in slightly. She tried to adjust, widening her stance, but her left ski caught on a soft ridge. Her balance faltered. She tried to recover. Her arms were pinwheeling, but her upper body leaned too far to the left.

She lost balance in the fluffy snow and toppled gently onto her side. It wasn’t a hard fall, more like a slow-motion slip. Her skis twisted, one sliding ahead of the other. She landed on her hip. The snow cushioned her, clinging to her jacket and pants. She giggled as she hit the snow. The cold seeped in through the fabric. “So that’s what falling feels like.”

Ethan slowed, planting both poles in the snow in front of him. He leaned forward. He bent at the waist and extended his right hand toward her. His glove brushed against her sleeve before he found her wrist. “You’re doing really well. Seriously.”

She took his gloved hand, wrapping her fingers around his palm. She let him pull her up, shifting her weight onto her right knee first. She pressed the tail of her left ski down to keep it from sliding. Then she pushed herself upright, using her poles for extra leverage. Once she was standing, she stamped her skis on the ground, knocking off clumps of snow that had stuck to the bindings. “I actually kind of love skiing. Didn’t expect that.”

Ethan watched her carefully. His eyes scanned the way she stood on her skis, making sure she was steady. “Let’s head to the bottom. Maybe we can grab a warm drink at the lodge. Then we can do a few more runs, or we can meet the others if they’re around.”

Claire nodded eagerly. Her cheeks were flushed from the cold and exertion. With his assistance, she reoriented her skis. She planted her poles behind her for support. She angled the tips downhill. Then she pushed off with a small hop. She slid the rest of the way down. Her knees were bent, and her body was leaning slightly forward. Ethan skied just behind her, keeping a watchful eye.

They soon found themselves at the edge of the slope near the lodge’s lower entrance. Claire coasted to a stop, digging the inside edges of her skis into the snow. She pressed the release lever on each binding with the tip of her pole. Then she lifted her boots free, one at a time. She set her skis upright against the wooden rack, letting out a breath. “I need a moment to warm up.”

Ethan unclipped his own skis, propping them next to hers. He reached down and brushed snow off his boots with the side of his glove, making sure the buckles were clear before stepping forward. Together, they trudged inside. Their boots thumped heavily on the wooden steps.

A small seating area with wooden benches and a snack bar greeted them. The smell of hot chocolate lingered in the air. A few other skiers sat hunched over steaming cups. Their jackets were unzipped, and their goggles were pushed up onto their foreheads.

Claire dropped onto a bench, sitting with her knees spread wide to accommodate the stiff boots. Her gloved hands rested on her thighs, and she wore the wide smile of accomplishment. “I can’t believe I learned the basics in one morning. I’m not good at it yet, but I didn’t think I’d manage turns at all.” She leaned back, letting her head rest against the wall. Her chest rose and fell as she caught her breath.

Ethan stood in front of her, resting one ski upright. He balanced it by the tip. The tail pressed into the floor. “It’ll get smoother as you keep practicing. Next time, you’ll fall less.” He shifted his weight from foot to foot, blowing on his hands to warm them through the gloves.

She reached for his hand. Her fingers curled around his. A playful glint lit her eyes. “You hungry? Or do you just want a drink?” She tugged gently, encouraging him to sit beside her.

He considered, glancing at the snack bar’s menu board. “I could go for something warm. Maybe we can each get a hot drink, take a quick break. Then more skiing?”

“Deal,” she said, standing up with some difficulty because of the bulky boots. She rocked forward, using both hands to push off the bench. Her knees barely bent. She shuffled toward the snack bar, the soles of her boots clunking against the polished floor.

At the counter, Claire pressed her gloved hands onto the glass. She peered at the display of pastries and snacks. She pointed to the drink list. Then she nodded to Ethan. He ordered two cups of hot cocoa, handing the attendant a bill with stiff, gloved fingers. They waited as the attendant filled two paper cups. Steam rose from the surface. Claire took her cup, wrapping both hands around it, letting the heat seep through her gloves.

They moved to a small table by the window, setting their cups down. Claire eased herself onto the bench, spreading her jacket open to let the warmth in. She brought the cup to her lips, blowing across the surface before taking a cautious sip. The chocolate was scalding, but she held it in her mouth, savoring the sweetness before swallowing.

Ethan sat across from her. He rested his elbows on the table and cradled his own cup in his hands. He sipped quietly, letting the newfound skill sink in. He watched Claire over the rim of his cup. He noted the way her hair, blonde and straight, had escaped from beneath her helmet and now framed her face, a few strands sticking to her damp forehead.

“Where do you think Jess is?” Claire asked, glancing around. She scanned the room, searching for their friend among the clusters of skiers.

Ethan shrugged. “Probably on a different slope, snowboarding. She might be on a higher-level run.” He set his cup down, tracing a finger around the rim.

Claire gave a soft laugh. And Victoria, I bet she’s relaxing in the lodge. She might also be exploring the shops with Ashley. She took another sip. Her lips left a faint smudge on the edge of the cup.

He took another sip. “We can do another run or two if you’re feeling up to it.” He leaned back, stretching his legs out under the table.

Claire flexed her arms, rolling her shoulders to loosen the tightness from her fall. “I am. Let’s do one more before lunch.” She finished her drink, tilting the cup to drain the last of the chocolate, then set it aside.

They finished their drinks and stepped back outside. The bright sunlight reflected off the fresh powder. Claire squinted, pulling her goggles down over her eyes. She walked to the ski rack, grabbing her skis by the tips. She carried them to the snow’s edge and laid them flat, brushing off a layer of powder with her glove.

She positioned one boot over the binding, aligning the toe with the metal clip. She pressed down, feeling the mechanism snap shut around her boot. She repeated the process with her other foot, shifting her weight to make sure both skis were secure. A brief glance down confirmed the bindings were locked.

Ethan did the same, setting his skis parallel to hers. He stepped into each binding, pressing his heels until they clicked into place. He adjusted his poles, tightening the straps around his wrists.

A mild sense of pride welled up in him as he watched her. She had come a long way in just a short time, and he loved seeing how she never gave up. Claire stood tall, her posture more confident than when they had started that morning. Her cheeks were still flushed, and a strand of hair clung to her temple where sweat had dampened it.

They slid toward the lift once more, pushing off with their poles. Claire kept her skis in a controlled wedge, knees bent. She focused her eyes on the path ahead. Ethan followed at her side, ready to catch her if she stumbled. As they approached the lift line, Claire planted her poles. She slowed herself to a stop. She looked over at Ethan, her smile broad and genuine.

They were ready for another run down the beginner slope.


CHAPTER 9

“That’s the best barbecue I’ve had in ages,” Claire said, dabbing her lips with a napkin. She pressed the folded paper to the corner of her mouth, careful not to smear her lipstick, and then swept it across her lower lip to catch the last trace of sauce. She and Ethan sat at a small table tucked into the corner of a rustic barbecue restaurant near the resort’s base, far from the slopes. The walls around them were paneled in knotty pine, the grain of the wood visible beneath a varnished sheen. Framed photos of local skiers and faded advertisements for beer and barbecue sauce hung at uneven intervals. They gave the space a lived-in, comfortable feeling. Their table was sturdy. The surface was scarred by years of use, and the chairs creaked softly beneath their weight. The air was warm. The heat from the kitchen and the low, amber lights overhead made the interior feel sheltered from the cold outside.

They’d decided to eat after the day’s ski runs, taking a midday break from the slopes. Claire’s cheeks were still flushed from the cold and exertion, a faint pink tint lingering beneath her skin. She wore a fitted thermal top beneath her ski jacket. The collar was unzipped to let in the warmth of the restaurant. Her blonde hair brushed the collar in soft, uneven strands. It was a little tousled from her helmet.

Ethan nodded, pushing aside his empty plate. He set his fork down with a soft clatter. Then he used his napkin to wipe the last bit of barbecue sauce from his thumb. “We definitely worked up an appetite.” He glanced at her and grinned. His eyes lingered on her face for a moment before flicking to the dessert menu propped up between the salt and pepper shakers. “You sure I can’t grab dessert for us?”

She placed a hand over her stomach. She pressed her palm flat against the gentle curve beneath her ribcage. “I’m full, but if you’re craving something, go for it.” She leaned back in her chair a fraction, shifting her hips to ease the waistband of her ski pants away from her stomach. Then, she let her hand rest there, fingers splayed.

He chuckled. It was a low sound that made his shoulders shake. “Maybe I’ll save space for something else later.” He slid the dessert menu back into its holder, tapping the edge with his finger. He then pushed his chair back from the table. His gaze lingered on her for a moment, a hint of suggestion in his eyes.

Outside, the sun dipped low in the sky, indicating mid-afternoon. Through the restaurant’s wide front window, the light had changed from the bright white of midday to a warmer, golden hue. The change in light was noticeable and transformed the atmosphere of the space. Shadows stretched across the parking lot, and the snowbanks along the sidewalk glowed with a faint, pinkish cast.

They stood up from the table. Claire reached for her ski jacket, which was draped over the back of her chair, and slid her arms into the sleeves one at a time. She tugged the zipper up, working it over her chest with ease, then smoothed the fabric along her sides. Ethan shrugged into his own jacket, pulling the collar up and fastening the top snap. He grabbed his gloves from the table, tucking them under his arm. He then picked up the folded check, glancing at the total before fishing a card from his wallet. He handed it to the server with a nod.

Claire pulled on her gloves and gathered her hat from the seat beside her. She flexed her fingers inside the insulated lining. She jammed it over her head and pushed her hair back from her forehead. Then, she adjusted the edge so it sat just above her eyebrows. Ethan slipped his wallet into his pocket and waited for the server to return, tapping his foot against the floor.

When the server brought the receipt, Ethan scrawled his signature. He then rose and nodded toward the door. Claire led the way, weaving between tables. Her boots thudded softly against the worn wood floor. She paused at the door. She pushed it open with her shoulder and stepped into the cold.

The air outside was crisp. It bit at any exposed skin. Claire pulled her hat lower, tucking her ears beneath the wool. She zipped her jacket the rest of the way up. Ethan followed, letting the door swing shut behind him. He continued walking, and together they walked along the shoveled path that wound away from the restaurant. The snow beside the walkway had been piled into uneven mounds. The surface glittered in the afternoon light.

They strolled toward the enclosed gondola lift that carried passengers to the top of the mountain. The path led them past the main lodge. The windows were fogged with condensation, and then they continued around a cluster of rental shops and cafés. Claire’s boots crunched over patches of packed snow, her steps steady as she maintained her balance. Ethan walked beside her, swinging his gloved hands at his sides.

The gondola station loomed ahead. It was a squat building with wide glass doors and a digital display showing the next departure. They stepped inside. The airlock doors hissed closed behind them, and they joined the short line for the lift. Most people were still on the lower slopes or enjoying afternoon breaks. As a result, the line moved quickly. When it was their turn, the attendant waved them forward.

They found themselves alone in the gondola, the cabin’s curved glass walls offering a panoramic view of the mountain and valley below. The doors slid shut with a soft thud, sealing them inside. Claire settled across from Ethan on the narrow bench. Their knees were nearly touching. She shifted in her seat, pulling her jacket higher on her hips, and set her hands in her lap. Her thighs pressed together. The padded fabric of her ski pants creased at the knees.

She peered through the glass. Her blonde hair brushed the collar of her ski jacket. The late afternoon light caught the fine strands, highlighting the gold and pale tones. She leaned forward and braced her gloved hand on the edge of the seat. Then, she pressed her forehead lightly to the window. “Look at that sunset,” she whispered. Her breath fogged a small patch of glass.

The horizon glowed with deep oranges and pinks. The colors bled into the snow-covered peaks and the shadows of the forest below. The sun hovered just above the ridge. Its light was diffused by a thin layer of clouds.

Ethan watched her face as she gazed at the scenery. Her expression was soft, her lips parted slightly, and her eyes were wide as she took in the view. She seemed at peace after the morning of skiing, and there was no tension in her features. He marveled at how she’d grown more confident with each run. She tackled turns and controlled her speed. He remembered the way she’d leaned into the curves, her body low and balanced. He recalled the way she’d laughed when she managed a tricky section without slowing down.

“I’m glad you’re enjoying this trip,” he said softly, leaning forward so their knees bumped gently. The contact was brief but deliberate. His knee pressed into hers through the thick fabric of their pants.

She turned her attention to him. Her blue eyes focused on his face. Her cheeks were still flushed from the cold. “I am. It’s nice to break away. Between the house building and everything else, we never get this kind of time.” She let her gaze linger on him. Then she glanced down at their knees, which remained pressed together.

The gondola continued its ascent. The landscape unfolded below them in slow motion. The trees grew smaller. The valley spread out in all directions. Claire reached up and ran her fingers along the seam of her hat, adjusting it so it sat more comfortably on her head. She let her hand drop to her lap. Then, she traced the edge of her glove across her thigh, following the line of the seam.

Ethan watched her movements. His eyes lingered on the curve of her hip beneath the jacket. He shifted in his seat, spreading his knees a little wider so their legs touched from knee to thigh. He rested his hands on his knees, his fingers splayed out. He tapped out an idle rhythm against the fabric.

After a few minutes, the gondola reached the top. The cabin slowed, rocking gently as it docked at the upper station. The doors slid open with a pneumatic hiss, letting in a blast of cold air. Claire stood first, bracing her hand on the seat to steady herself. She then stepped out onto the platform. The metal grating beneath her boots was cold and slick.

Ethan followed, stepping down from the gondola and pulling his jacket tighter around his chest. The air was colder here, sharper and cleaner, and a crisp breeze brushed across their jackets. He reached for Claire’s hand, threading his gloved fingers through hers. They held hands, and together they walked away from the station.

A winding path led to a scenic overlook. The snow was packed down by the boots of other visitors. The path curved around a cluster of spruce trees, and the branches of the trees were heavy with fresh snow. It then opened onto a wide, flat platform with a railing overlooking the valley. Claire stepped up to the edge, gripping the railing with both hands. She leaned forward to take in the view. The wind lifted a few strands of her hair, tugging them free from beneath her hat.

Ethan joined her, standing close enough that their shoulders touched. He rested his forearms on the railing. He crossed his wrists and stared out at the horizon. The sun had dipped lower, the orange and pink hues deepening, casting long shadows across the snow.

Beyond the overlook, a row of private fire pit enclosures for rent lined the edge of the platform. Each enclosure was separated by low wooden partitions. The enclosures were small. Each enclosure contained a round gas fire pit surrounded by plush seating and thick blankets folded over the backs of the benches. Warm light from the flames flickered against the snow. It cast a soft glow over the area.

They decided to rent one for an hour. They were drawn by the warm semi-private nook with plush seating. Claire led the way, stepping carefully along the packed snow path between the enclosures. She approached the attendant’s kiosk, where a young woman in a resort uniform stood behind a counter. Claire pulled off her right glove and tucked it under her arm. Then, she fished her wallet from her jacket pocket. She handed over her card, waiting as the attendant swiped it and printed a receipt.

Ethan leaned against the counter, watching the flames dance in the nearby fire pits. When the transaction was done, the attendant handed Claire a heavy key fob. The attendant then pointed out their assigned enclosure. Claire slipped her glove back on. She gripped the key fob and led Ethan to their fire pit.

They wove through a short path. Eventually, they arrived at a small circular area walled off by glass. The floor beneath their boots was a flat, sand-colored stone, dusted here and there with stray flecks of snow that had blown in before the attendant closed the doors for the evening. The glass walls curved in a perfect ring, rising well above their heads, clean and almost invisible except where the light from inside caught on the seams. A directed gas fire pit glowed in the center. The flames burned steady and bright in a shallow metal basin, its rim set with dark pebbles and a few decorative logs. The fire’s light painted the ceiling in restless orange, and the warmth radiated outward. It pushed back the chill that clung to their coats. A semicircle sofa, upholstered in thick, dark gray fabric, cradled the fire. Its cushions were wide and deep enough for two people to stretch out comfortably. A low, circular table stood nearby. Its glass top reflected the restless play of the flames.

The attendant who ushered them in stepped back, one hand on the polished brass door handle. He gave a polite nod. Then he pulled the door closed with a soft click, sealing Ethan and Claire inside. The subtle hum of the heating system blended with the fire’s glow, leaving them alone with the flames and the panoramic mountain view that stretched beyond the glass. The peaks in the distance caught the last of the sun. Their snowcaps glowed faintly against the purple sky.

“This is beautiful,” Claire murmured, stepping closer to the glass wall. She reached out, her palm hovering just above the cold pane. She traced a slow arc in the air as if to outline the distant ridges. “Look at the peaks in the distance.” Her breath briefly fogged the glass in a small, oval patch.

Ethan joined her, stepping up so that his body nearly brushed her side. He rested his left arm around her shoulders, the sleeve of his jacket crinkling as he drew her a fraction closer. “We’ve lucked out with the weather. Clear day, enough snow.” He looked out, and his eyes followed the jagged horizon, but his hand squeezed gently at her shoulder.

She softened against him, leaning her head lightly on his upper arm. Her voice was quiet. “Thank you for bringing me here. This is like a perfect winter fantasy.” She let her eyes linger on the view, then turned her head. Her cheek brushed the fabric of his coat.

They turned away from the window together, Ethan’s hand guiding her gently by the shoulder. They moved to the plush semicircle seat. The cushions compressed beneath their weight as they sat. The fire pit was close enough that they could feel the heat radiating against their legs and faces, the oranges and reds from the flames dancing across their features, catching in the lines of Claire’s cheekbones and the arch of her brow.

Claire reached up and unbuttoned her gloves, one at a time. She tugged each finger loose before slipping them off. She set them carefully on the small glass table, arranging them side by side. She scooted closer along the sofa, shifting her hips and sliding her thighs until she was pressed against Ethan’s side. Her body was angled toward him. Her left hand rested on his thigh. Her fingers splayed lightly through the fabric of his pants.

He met her gaze. His eyes were soft but intent as he bent to press his lips gently to hers. His right hand came up to cradle the back of her head. His fingers threaded into her hair beneath her hat. She responded with a soft sigh. Her lips parted under his, welcoming his kiss. Her hand rose from his thigh to the back of his neck. Her fingers wove into the short hair there, and her nails grazed his skin.

“You make me happy,” she murmured. Her lips brushed his as she spoke. She shifted again, sliding her right leg over his so that she straddled his thigh. The soft material of her leggings rubbed against his pants.

He slipped his hand under her jacket, pushing aside the thick outer layer to find the softer, thinner material beneath. His palm pressed against her side. He felt the layered textures of her sweater and the heat of her body. He drew her closer. His arm tightened around her waist. “You do the same for me,” he said quietly. His breath was warm against her cheek. Then he kissed her again, deeper this time. His mouth moved firmly over hers as he let the warmth of the fire pit envelop them both.

They shifted on the cushions. Claire pressed her body to his, her arms winding around his neck. The heat of the moment made the puffy winter layers feel cumbersome. She reached down. Her hands moved to the zipper of her jacket. She tugged it down. The teeth parted with a faint rasp. She shrugged one shoulder free, then the other, letting the jacket fall open and slide back onto the sofa behind her. Her sweater came next; she pulled it up inch by inch, exposing the pale skin of her belly and the band of her bra. She kept her eyes on Ethan’s as she peeled the sweater over her head. Her hair mussed as the fabric passed over it. She dropped the sweater onto the pile of her jacket. Then she reached behind her back to unclasp her bra. She slipped the straps from her shoulders and let the bra fall forward, baring her breasts to the warm glow of the fire.

The sudden exposure of her breasts made Ethan’s breath catch. He stared, taking in the natural curve of her skin, the way the firelight flickered across the gentle slope of her breasts and the darker circles of her nipples. Her breasts were a soft, natural shape. The skin was flushed slightly from the warmth and her arousal.

Her cheeks reddened slightly, but she didn’t hesitate. “I want this,” she whispered. Her voice was steady. She hooked her arms around his neck, pulling herself up so her bare chest pressed against his shirt.

He nodded. His eyes never left hers. He leaned in, lowering his head to kiss along her collarbone. His lips traced the delicate line from the hollow of her throat to the edge of her shoulder. He paused there, letting the tension of desire build. He felt the heat between them intensify, then pressed a slow kiss to her skin. She parted her lips with a light moan. Her breath caught as his mouth moved lower.

His hand slid under the edge of her bra. The bra still hung loosely from one arm, and he cupped her breast in his palm. He used his thumb to brush over her nipple, feeling it harden beneath his touch. She pressed eagerly against him, arching her back in invitation. Her breasts lifted toward his mouth.

Ethan lowered his head, kissing along her neck, then down to her exposed breast. He licked softly against her skin, circling her nipple with the tip of his tongue before closing his lips around it. He sucked gently. This action drew a low, shivering gasp from Claire. He cupped her other breast. He felt her heartbeat thrumming beneath his fingers. She smelled good, a faint, pleasant scent that gave him an extra spark of desire.

“We have a bit of privacy here,” she teased, her voice husky, reaching for the waistband of his ski pants. “No one can see inside, right?” She hooked her thumbs into the elastic, tugging lightly.

He glanced around briefly. His head turned to scan the glass enclosure. The walls were clear, but their vantage was high and isolated. The snow outside was untouched. The fire pit crackled, the only movement besides themselves. They were alone.

He let out a low exhale. The sound was rough in his throat, and he reached down to unzip the front of his pants. The zipper came down slowly, tooth by tooth. Claire’s nimble fingers helped him, sliding under the waistband to push the thick fabric down his hips. She worked carefully, easing the pants and his boxers just far enough to free his already stiff cock. The cool air hit his heated skin, making him shiver.

Claire slid a hand around his length. Her fingers wrapped around the shaft. She stroked him gently, her grip was firm but careful. Her thumb brushed over the sensitive head. “Let me feel you,” she whispered. Her eyes were locked on his face.

He groaned softly. The sound vibrated in his chest. He leaned back, shifting his hips to give her more room. His hands gripped the edge of the sofa. His knuckles were whitening as she stroked him. Claire kissed along his jaw, her lips pressed into the stubble at his chin. She then moved down to his neck. She trailed kisses lower. Her hair fell forward to brush against his shirt.

She shifted, moving to kneel between his legs on the sofa. With both hands, she stroked his cock. Her fingers moved in slow, deliberate passes from base to tip. She bent forward, pressing a kiss to the head, then licked along the underside. Her tongue traced the ridge. Ethan’s hips jerked upward involuntarily, and he let out a sharp breath.

Claire looked up at him. Her lips were parted. Then she took him into her mouth. She slid her lips down over his cock. Her tongue swirled around the head before she took more of him in, inch by inch. Her hand stroked the base as she worked him deeper. Her cheeks hollowed as she sucked gently. Ethan’s hand moved to her hair. His fingers threaded through the strands, guiding her.

She bobbed her head slowly. Her tongue worked along his length. Each time she pulled back, she let her lips drag along the shaft. This left it wet and glistening in the firelight. She looked up at him again. Her eyes were dark with arousal. Then she took him deep once more, her throat relaxing around him.

Ethan’s breath came faster. His chest rose and fell with each exhale. He let her continue for a minute, savoring the sensation. He enjoyed the feeling before he touched her shoulder. “Come here,” he said. His voice was rough. Claire released him from her mouth. A thin string of saliva connected her lips to his cock for a moment before she wiped it away with the back of her hand.

She climbed back into his lap, straddling him with her knees on either side of his hips. She reached down, pushing her leggings and panties aside, exposing herself to him. She guided his cock to her entrance, rubbing the head against her wet folds, coating him in her slickness.

She lowered herself onto him slowly, taking him in inch by inch. Her inner muscles clenched around him as he filled her. She gasped for breath in short, sharp bursts. She sat fully down. Her thighs pressed to his, and her breasts rose and fell with each breath. She began to move, rocking her hips in a slow, steady movement, grinding against him.

Ethan gripped her hips, helping guide her movements. He leaned forward, taking one of her nipples into his mouth again. He sucked and licked as she rode him. Claire threw her head back. Her hair fell over her shoulders, and her eyes closed as the pleasure built inside her.

She moved faster. Her hips slapped against his thighs, and her breath came in ragged moans. Ethan thrust upward to meet her. His cock drove deeper inside her with each movement. Her hands clung to his shoulders, and her nails dug in as she neared her peak.

Claire’s moans grew louder. Her body tensed as she reached the edge. She cried out. Her orgasm hit hard, and her inner muscles pulsed around his cock. She kept moving, riding out the waves of pleasure. Her body shook against his.

Ethan held her tight, feeling her clench around him. The sensation pushed him over the edge. He thrust up hard, burying himself deep inside her as he came. His cock pulsed as he filled her with his cum. They stayed locked together, bodies pressed close. The firelight flickered over their skin as they caught their breath.


CHAPTER 10

Ethan sat on the edge of the hotel room’s king-sized bed. His feet dangled just above the carpet. He gripped the thick wool socks in his hands, bunching up the fabric with his thumbs and forefingers. He bent forward. He slid the first sock over his right foot, working the elastic opening past his heel. He tugged the sock up, inch by inch, smoothing it over his ankle and up his calf, pressing the heel into place with his palm. He repeated the process with the other sock. He stretched the opening wide, guiding it over his toes, then pulling it up until the ribbed top hugged his lower leg. He pressed his fingers along the edge, making sure the socks sat evenly. The room was quiet except for the faint rustle of fabric and the distant hum of the hotel’s heating vent.

He’d awakened earlier than usual, the unfamiliar brightness of morning light filtering through the parted curtains. The sunlight crept across the patterned carpet in a pale, rectangular patch, illuminating the dust motes that hovered in the air. He had blinked against the light, squinting up at the ceiling for a moment before turning his head to scan the room. The sheets beside him were rumpled, the imprint of Claire’s body still faintly visible, but she and Jess had already gone downstairs for breakfast. Their duffel bags were gone from the foot of the bed, leaving only the faint indentations where they had rested.

That left him and Ashley. She sat curled up in a small armchair near the window. One leg was folded beneath her while the other foot was planted flat on the floor. She wore a thick pair of black leggings, and the fabric stretched snug over her thighs. She also wore a long, oversized sweater that pooled around her hips. Her phone was cradled in both hands. Her thumbs moved in short, distracted flicks as she scrolled through her feed. The screen’s glow reflected faintly on her pale cheeks.

“Hey,” Ashley said. Her voice broke the silence as she pressed her thumb firmly against the phone’s side button, locking the screen. She set the phone face-down on the arm of the chair and uncurled her legs, planting both feet on the floor. She pushed herself upright, her hands pressing against the cushion for leverage. She then stood. She glanced at him. Her brown eyes caught the morning light. “Would you want to go for a short walk before we meet everyone else? I could use some fresh air.”

He nodded, shifting his weight so he could reach down and grab his hiking boots from where they sat beside the bed. He slid his left foot into the boot, feeling the wool of his sock bunch up for a moment before he smoothed it out with his fingers. He tugged the tongue of the boot upright. Then he threaded the laces through the eyelets, pulling each one tight in turn. He tied a double knot, then repeated the process with the right boot. He made sure the laces were even and secure. He tucked the ends of his socks down into the tops of the boots. He pressed them flat with his thumbs so they wouldn’t bunch up.

“Sure. That sounds nice,” he said, looking up at her.

Ashley offered a small, almost shy smile. She stepped to the other chair, where her jacket was folded neatly over the back. She reached for it, gathering the sleeves in both hands, and shook it out once. She slipped one arm into the sleeve, then the other, shrugging her shoulders to settle the jacket against her torso. She ran her fingers down the zipper, aligning the two halves. She then pinched the zipper pull between her thumb and forefinger and drew it up to her collarbone. She adjusted the collar, flipping it up. Then she smoothed it back down so it lay flat.

Ethan stood and reached for his own jacket. His jacket was draped over the end of the bed. He lifted it. The nylon crinkled in his hands as he slid his arms into the sleeves one at a time. He zipped the front, tugging the hem down so it covered his waistband. He patted his pockets, checking for his phone and key card. After confirming he had them, he nodded to Ashley. She grabbed her phone from the chair and slipped it into her jacket pocket, pressing it down until it was secure.

He stepped toward the door, reaching out to grasp the cold metal handle. He twisted it, pulling the door open a crack. Ashley slipped past him, turning sideways to fit through the narrow space. Her hip brushed lightly against his thigh as she passed. He followed her out. He let the door swing shut behind them with a soft click. He slid his key card into his jacket pocket as they walked down the short hallway. Their boots thumped quietly on the carpeted floor.

They reached the elevator at the end of the hall. Ashley pressed the button with her gloved finger, and they waited in silence. They watched the digital numbers count down. When the doors slid open, they stepped inside. They stood side by side. The elevator hummed as it descended, the sensation of gentle motion making Ethan shift his weight from foot to foot.

On the ground floor, they stepped out into the lobby, passing the front desk and the breakfast area. Claire and Jess were seated at a table, their heads bent close together over steaming mugs. Ethan caught a glimpse of Claire’s profile. Her long hair was pulled back in a loose braid, but neither she nor Jess looked up.

Ashley led the way to the glass doors at the back of the lobby. She pressed the metal bar, pushing the door open, and a blast of cold air rushed in, stinging their cheeks. She stepped outside, and the sound of her boots crunching on the icy pavement filled the air. Ethan followed, pulling the door shut behind him.

Outside, a winter chill bit at their faces but felt crisp and refreshing. The air was sharp, making Ethan’s nostrils flare as he breathed in. The sun hung low on the horizon. Its pale light filtered through a thin layer of clouds that drifted across the sky. The sky itself was a patchwork of blue and gray, as if the weather couldn’t quite decide whether to clear or cloud over. The snow covering the ground was uneven, with patches of ice glinting in the sunlight and footprints from earlier guests crisscrossing the path.

They walked down the paved path that wound behind the hotel. Their boots crunched through the thin layer of snow. Ashley walked slightly ahead. Her gloved hands were tucked into her jacket pockets, and her shoulders were hunched against the cold. Ethan kept pace beside her. His own hands were buried deep in his pockets, and he felt the reassuring weight of his phone and key card.

The resort grounds were quiet, with only a few guests scattered here and there. A couple strolled hand in hand along a distant path. Steam rose from the coffee cups they held. Another guest stood near a cluster of leafless shrubs, snapping photos with a bulky camera. His breath puffed out in white clouds. The only other movement came from a pair of crows hopping in the snow near a trash can. They were pecking at something half-buried.

Ethan caught himself glancing at Ashley’s silhouette whenever they passed into a patch of sunlight. The light highlighted the curve of her hips beneath her thick winter coat. The fabric was cinched at the waist with a black belt. She was short compared to him, her head barely reaching his shoulder. However, her body was full and soft in all the ways he found himself drawn to. As she turned toward him to check the path ahead, the sunlight caught her chest. It cast a brief, sharp shadow that outlined the shape of her large, soft breasts pressing against the thick material of her coat. The outline was gone in an instant as she moved forward, but the image lingered in Ethan’s mind. It was vivid and distracting.

He forced himself to look away, focusing on the path ahead, trying to pay attention to her words instead of staring at her body. He flexed his fingers inside his pockets, curling them into fists and then relaxing them, grounding himself in the sensation of the cold seeping through the fabric.

Ashley nudged him with her elbow. The motion was deliberate but gentle, her arm brushing against his side. “Thanks for coming with me. My head’s been full of thoughts,” she said. Her voice was quiet but steady.

He kept his gaze ahead. His hands remained deep in his jacket pockets. “Is it about everything going on with Victoria? Or something else?”

Ashley paused. She came to a stop at a bend in the path where a bristly evergreen bush jutted out, its branches dusted with snow. The bush blocked a bit of the wind, offering a small pocket of shelter. She turned to face him, planting her feet shoulder-width apart on the icy pavement. She reached up with one gloved hand, running her fingers over the zipper of her coat, tracing the metal teeth from her collarbone down to her sternum and back up again, as if the repetitive motion helped her gather her thoughts.

“Yes and no,” she replied. Her breath misted in the cold air. “I guess I should just say it. I’ve been thinking about the dynamic between me, Victoria, and everyone else in your group." The silence of the morning wrapped around them, the only movement the slow drift of clouds overhead. Ethan shifted his stance, angling himself to face her more fully. He planted his boots firmly in the snow, feeling the crunch beneath his soles, and brought his shoulders square with hers. He watched her face, noting the way her lips pressed together and the slight furrow in her brow.

“It’s definitely complicated with multiple relationships in the mix,” he said, his tone even. “I know you and Victoria are connected. So…what’s on your mind?”

Ashley’s gloved fingers traced the zipper again. Then, they stilled. She looked down for a moment. Her lashes cast faint shadows on her cheeks before she raised her eyes to meet his. “I care about her. I care about everyone. You are included in that. But deep down, I’ve always wanted to have children.” She let the words hang between them, the admission weighty and honest. “It’s not that Victoria wouldn’t be a great parent. But I’m not sure she’s on the same page as me. And I don’t want to force that on anyone.”

Ethan let out a small breath. The vapor curled in the cold air. He nodded. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other, boots pressing deeper into the snow. “I get that. Kids are something you both have to agree on wholeheartedly.”

She lightly kicked a patch of snow. Her boot pressed into the crust, breaking through the thin icy layer with a muted snap. The exposed gray slush underneath stuck to the toe of her boot as she nudged it aside, leaving a shallow, uneven scuff against the white. She kept her eyes down, focused on the spot she had disturbed. “Victoria’s hesitant about the idea. I think she might consider it in the abstract, but she’s never sounded excited about it. I want actual excitement, you know? I don’t want to beg someone to start a family with me.”

Ethan nodded, sympathetic. He shifted his weight from one foot to the other. His boots crunched softly in the snow. He glanced down at the path, then back up at Ashley, reading her face. They began walking again, moving forward in slow steps. The path ahead dipped slightly, forming a shallow depression where the snow had been packed down by previous footsteps. In the middle of the dip, a scattering of ice caught the winter light. The ice sparkled in irregular patches. Ethan watched Ashley’s footing as she approached the slick area. Her left foot slid a little as she stepped onto the ice. Her boot sole squeaked faintly against the frozen surface. She tensed. Her arms came up instinctively for balance.

Ethan reached out. He placed his gloved hand firmly on her upper arm. His fingers curled around the thick fabric of her coat, just above her elbow. He applied steady pressure, anchoring her as she shifted her weight and found her balance. Her arm felt tense beneath his grip. Her muscles flexed as she steadied herself. She glanced at him for a moment, the corners of her mouth twitching in a quick, grateful smile. When her footing was secure, he released her arm. He let his hand drop back to his side. They continued at a gentle pace as they left the icy patch behind.

Ashley eventually exhaled, her breath visible in the cold air as a thin plume. She looked straight ahead, focusing on the path. “I’ve been thinking about…other options. Adoption, maybe. But if Victoria and I are both unsure, that’s not fair to a child. Plus, there’s another possibility I was considering.”

He glanced her way. His head turned so he could see her profile. Her cheeks were already pink from the cold, but as she spoke, the color deepened. It spread higher across her cheekbones. “What’s that?” he asked.

She hesitated. Her lips parted as she drew in a breath. Her gaze dropped to the ground. “I could ask someone else to help. Biologically, I mean.” She swallowed. Her throat worked visibly. She spoke more quietly, her voice almost lost in the open air. “I was hoping,” she paused. She looked away from him, her eyes fixed on the snow-dusted railing beside the path. “I was hoping you might give me that child.”

Ethan felt his back stiffen beneath the jacket. His spine straightened. His shoulders drew up slightly. The notion threw him off balance, and he had no immediate reply. He blinked. His eyes darted to Ashley’s face, then away, then back again. A half dozen thoughts ran through his mind in quick succession. He tried to process the request, searching for the right words. He inhaled, feeling the cold air burn in his chest. He then exhaled slowly.

“Wow,” he said finally. His voice was a little rough. “I…didn’t see that coming.”

She let out something like a nervous laugh, the sound brief and forced. She resumed walking. Her steps were a little quicker now, as if putting distance between herself and the moment. Her hands were tucked into the pockets of her coat. Her shoulders were slightly hunched. He followed beside her, matching her pace. As they approached a narrow bridge, Ethan reached out to hold a bare patch of railing. He noticed the railing was devoid of paint. His gloved hand wrapped around the cold metal. His fingers pressed into the grooves where paint had chipped away over the years. He gripped the railing firmly as he stepped onto the bridge, the boards beneath his feet creaking with his weight.

Ashley walked beside him, keeping close to the inner edge of the bridge. The stream below was half-frozen, the surface broken by jagged islands of ice. Water still trickled beneath the surface, visible through gaps in the ice as a thin, dark ribbon. Ethan glanced down. He watched the slow movement of the water, then looked back at Ashley.

“It’s a big request,” Ashley acknowledged. She kept her gaze fixed forward, watching the end of the bridge. “Maybe it’s too big. And I know we don’t know each other super well. I’ve just spent enough time around you to know you’re a good person. I see how you treat Jess, Claire, and Victoria. You’re patient. You listen. And you have a good heart. That’s the kind of father I’d want for my future child.”

He slowly nodded. His chin dipped once. The compliment warmed him a bit more than the jacket ever could. He tried to gauge the sincerity in her voice, watching her face as she spoke. He could see the tension in her expression, the way her mouth tightened slightly at the corners, the way her eyes flicked away from his. He drew in a breath, holding it for a moment before letting it go.

“Ashley…I appreciate that you think that about me. I truly do. I just haven’t really thought about…kids. Not with anyone. I’ve never dated someone long enough to talk about building a family before Claire, Jess, and eventually Victoria came into my life. Even then, we haven’t brought up kids, so this is new territory.”

She kicked some stray snow. Her boot scraped against a clump that had collected at the edge of the bridge. The snow broke apart, scattering in small chunks across the planks. She took a moment to gather her thoughts. Her brow furrowed as she stared down at the mess her boot had made.

“I’m sorry if that was sudden. I just wanted to be honest.” Her voice was quiet. It was almost flat.

He touched her shoulder lightly, reaching out with his right hand. His fingers rested on the rounded edge of her coat, just above her shoulder blade. He pressed gently. He offered reassurance without gripping.

“Don’t apologize. I’d rather you tell me straight up. But you’re right that we barely know each other on that level. Maybe, if you and Victoria were on the same page and you both wanted me to be involved, that’d be a different story. But as of now, this is a lot.”

Ashley nodded. Her chin moved in a small motion. “I get it. It’s huge. And if you said yes out of nowhere, I’d be worried you hadn’t thought it through. Having a baby is…permanent. You can’t just move on one day and pretend it never happened.”

She pulled her hands from her coat pockets, flexing her fingers to warm them. Her gloves were thin, and the cold had started to turn her knuckles red. She rubbed her palms together. Then she tucked her hands under her arms for warmth. Her posture was tight, and her shoulders were drawn in. It was as if she were bracing herself against the wind. The bridge ended, and the path curved gently to the left. It followed the edge of the waterway. Ashley stepped off the bridge first. Her boots crunched down onto the packed snow. She paused for a moment, glancing back to make sure Ethan was still beside her.

He stepped off the bridge. His boots landed next to hers. He kept his hands at his sides, resisting the urge to reach for her again. He watched her face, noting the way her eyes lingered on the ground. Her lashes were dark against her flushed cheeks, and a few loose strands of brown hair had escaped from beneath her hat. They brushed against her forehead.

Ashley took a deep breath. Her chest rose beneath her coat. She looked up, meeting Ethan’s gaze for the first time since her confession. Her eyes were steady, but there was a hint of uncertainty in them, a question she wasn’t quite ready to voice. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, the motion subtle but restless.

Ethan hesitated, feeling the weight of her request settle over him again. He looked past her, following the curve of the path as it disappeared behind a stand of bare trees. The branches were coated in a thin layer of frost, catching the weak sunlight and throwing back a dull, silvery sheen. He took another breath, letting the cold air clear his head.

Ashley wrapped her arms around herself, hugging her elbows. She glanced at the water, watching the slow movement beneath the ice. Her lips parted, but she didn’t speak. Instead, she shifted her stance. She turned slightly so she was angled toward Ethan. Her coat pulled tight across her chest, outlining the shape of her breasts beneath the thick fabric.

She reached up and brushed a strand of hair away from her face, tucking it behind her ear with a gloved finger. The motion was quick, almost impatient. She let her hand drop. Her fingers curled into a loose fist at her side. She looked at Ethan again. Her expression was open but guarded.

He cleared his throat. The sound was muffled by the cold. He felt the urge to say something reassuring, but he held back. He did not want to offer empty comfort. He watched Ashley, waiting for her to speak or move. She shifted again, stepping closer to the edge of the path. Her boots left shallow impressions in the snow, and the tread pattern was visible behind her. Ashley finally spoke, her tone soft. “I know it’s a lot. I just…needed to tell someone. Keeping it in was making me crazy.” She pressed her lips together, then released a slow breath. Her shoulders dropped a fraction.

Ethan nodded again. He kept his hands at his sides. His fingers flexed inside his gloves. He glanced at her, then at the path ahead, then back at her. The silence between them was heavy, but not uncomfortable.

Ashley looked down at her boots, studying the way the snow clung to the edges. She used the toe of her left boot to scrape off a chunk of ice that had stuck to the side. The ice broke away, falling into the snow with a muted thud. She watched it for a moment. Then she looked up at Ethan.

He met her gaze, holding it for a long moment. He could see the uncertainty in her eyes, the hope and the fear mixed together. He nodded once, a small, almost imperceptible gesture.

They stood together on the edge of the path. The cold air wrapped around them. Ashley shivered, pulling her coat tighter around her body. She glanced at Ethan. Her lips were pressed into a thin line. She didn’t speak again, and neither did he. They simply stood, side by side, the unspoken weight of her request settling between them as the winter afternoon stretched on.

They turned around, retracing their steps along the snow-dusted walkway toward the main entrance of the hotel. Ethan adjusted his scarf. The fabric caught slightly on the stubble along his jaw as he tugged it looser. The cold bit at any exposed skin, so he hunched his shoulders. He kept his gloved hands tucked inside the pockets of his coat. Ashley walked just beside him. Her boots crunched through the thin, icy layer on the path. She brushed a few stray snowflakes from the sleeve of her parka, flicking them off with quick motions. Their breath mingled in the crisp air, visible in brief clouds as they passed a few other guests. A man in a puffy red jacket nodded at them, and a woman trailed behind. She offered a polite, silent smile. Ethan gave a short nod in return, glancing at Ashley to see if she noticed the exchange.

He cleared his throat. The sound was muffled by the cold. “I want to be upfront too. You asking me, part of me is flattered. But the rest of me is uncertain. I don’t want anyone to get hurt. And I definitely don’t want to bring a child into the world if all parties aren’t absolutely ready.” As he spoke, he kept his eyes forward, watching the way the hotel’s glass doors reflected the overcast sky and the movement of people coming and going.

Ashley slowed her pace half a step, turning her head to meet his gaze. She offered him a small, appreciative look. Her eyes were steady and direct. “I agree. I think the best thing to do is talk more. Maybe you and I should get to know each other. Maybe I should see if Victoria’s truly on board. In other words, no big decisions right this second.” Her gloved fingers tightened around the strap of her purse. Her knuckles pressed white against the leather.

“Exactly,” Ethan said. He flexed his fingers inside his gloves, feeling the tension in his hands ease a little. “No big decisions should be made without more discussion and more understanding.”

They reached the entrance. Ethan stepped forward and pulled the heavy glass door open, holding it for Ashley. She ducked inside. She brushed a few lingering flakes from her hair. He followed. He let the door swing shut behind him. The lobby’s warmth hit them immediately. It prickled across their chilled faces and necks. Ethan reached up and tugged off his gloves, one finger at a time. He then stuffed them into his coat pockets. Ashley unzipped her parka, shaking it lightly to dislodge any snow clinging to the hem. She crouched to brush slush from the toes of her boots, swiping at each foot in turn with the edge of her palm.

A few guests lounged in the lobby’s armchairs. They sipped coffee and scrolled through their phones. She led the way down the short hallway to the breakfast area. Ethan followed, the faint clatter of utensils and the low hum of morning chatter growing louder as they approached. The corridor opened up into the dining space. Sunlight filtered through wide windows and glinted off the polished tables.

He scanned the room. He quickly spotted Claire and Jess, who were already seated at a four-person table tucked into a corner. Claire was leaning forward, elbows on the table. She was animatedly gesturing with her hands as she spoke. Jess listened. Her posture was relaxed as she cradled a second cup of coffee between both hands. Victoria stood at the buffet, her back to the room. She carefully selected items and arranged them on her plate.

Ethan and Ashley approached the buffet. Each of them grabbed a tray from the stack at the end of the counter. The trays felt cool and slightly damp beneath their fingers. They moved along the line, picking up plates and utensils. The smell of eggs and bacon drifted through the air, heavy and unmistakable. Ethan focused on the food in front of him. He picked up two pancakes, sliding them onto his plate. He then added a scoop of scrambled eggs and a few strips of bacon. Beside him, Ashley reached for the tongs. She selected a pair of pancakes and placed them on her plate. She added a handful of berries, arranging them in a neat pile at the edge.

They navigated past other guests, waiting politely as a man in a suit poured himself coffee. Ashley took a small carton of milk and a packet of butter, tucking them neatly beside her pancakes. Ethan grabbed a cup of orange juice, balancing it carefully on his tray as they made their way to the table.

Claire greeted them with a bright grin as they approached. “Morning, you two. Sleep well?” She pushed her empty plate aside, making room for Ashley’s tray.

Ethan nodded, setting his plate down with a soft clink. He slid into the seat beside Jess, feeling the warmth from the mug of coffee she’d left near the edge of the table. Ashley took the seat next to Claire, crossing her ankles beneath the table and settling her tray in front of her.

“I slept great,” Ashley ventured, glancing at Ethan for a split second before redirecting her attention to the short stack of pancakes on her plate. She picked up her fork, cutting a neat triangle from the edge of her top pancake and spearing it.

They began to eat. Jess and Claire launched into a story about their morning, apparently they’d misread the breakfast buffet hours and arrived too early, only to find the doors still locked. Claire mimed shivering in the hallway, wrapping her arms around herself and making a face. Jess grinned. She took a sip of coffee, then described how they’d paced back and forth, debating whether to go back upstairs or just wait it out. Their back-and-forth drew soft laughter from the table.

Victoria arrived, sliding into the last open seat. She wore a slate-gray sweater. The fabric clung gently to her shoulders and chest. Her brown hair hung straight and glossy, framing her face and falling just past her collarbones. She set her plate down without a word. Her eyes were distant as she scanned the table. After a moment, she managed a small, polite smile for the group. She stayed quiet, focusing on arranging her utensils and pouring herself a glass of water.

Claire, sensitive to the shift in mood, turned to her. “Are we doing anything special after breakfast?” She swirled a piece of pancake through a puddle of syrup, watching the amber liquid cling to her fork. “I heard there’s a concert in town tonight. Thought maybe we could get tickets.”

Victoria tapped the table with two fingers, considering. “Ashley and I might go check that out. You want to come with us, Claire?”

Claire nodded. Her eyes brightened. “Sure, if Jess is in.”

Jess took a long sip of coffee. Then she shrugged. “I think I want to do the snowboarding thing with Ethan. But you three can have fun at the concert.” She nudged Ethan with her elbow, grinning.

Ethan looked over at Ashley. He was still chewing a bite of pancake. She glanced between Jess and Victoria. Her eyes flickered with unspoken questions. She caught Ethan’s gaze, and he gave her a gentle nod, communicating reassurance. Ashley’s shoulders relaxed a fraction. She turned her attention back to the table and listened as the others discussed plans.

They mapped out the day. Jess admitted she was the only one with snowboarding experience. Ethan resigned himself to the likelihood of falling repeatedly. Jess grinned, “Don’t worry. I’ll teach you. Mostly.” She punctuated the promise with a playful smirk.

Ethan laughed. “Great. If I sustain bruises, I’ll demand an expert nurse.” He picked up his cup and took a sip of juice. The cool liquid washed down the last of his food.

Claire’s laughter was soft. “I’m sure Jess can handle that role. And if she can’t, we’ll volunteer Ashley.”

Ashley tucked a strand of hair behind her ear, revealing the subtle curve of her cheekbone. “I’m not much help with first aid,” she teased, “but I’ll bring some ice packs.” She cut another piece of pancake, dabbing it in syrup before eating.

They continued eating. Each person finished their meal at their own pace. Victoria nibbled at her eggs, pushing them around her plate with her fork. Conversation drifted to local shops and possible afternoon activities. Claire mentioned wanting to browse a nearby bookstore with Victoria. After that, they might meet up with Ashley later.

Ethan kept glancing at Ashley, catching her eye every so often. She met his look with a calm expression, but he could see the tension beneath it. He was grateful for her honesty, even as his own thoughts churned. It was better to have the truth out in the open than to stumble into it later.

Eventually, everyone finished eating. They stood one by one, stacking their plates and gathering their trays. Ethan picked up his plate, scraping a stray berry into the trash before placing the dish on the rack by the door. Jess handed her mug to Claire, who set it down with the rest of the used dishes. On the way out, Claire slipped her arm around Jess’s waist, pulling her close. They continued an animated conversation about store coupons they’d picked up at the front desk.

Victoria and Ashley lingered behind, falling into step with Ethan as they left the dining hall. Ashley gave Ethan a gentle pat on the shoulder, and her fingers pressed just above his elbow. She leaned in, speaking softly. “Thank you for listening,” she said, making sure the others couldn’t overhear. “We’ll figure it out.”

He pressed his hand to her forearm. He felt the soft fabric of her sleeve beneath his palm. “We will.” He let his hand fall away as they caught up to the others.


CHAPTER 11

Ethan’s breath puffed in the cold air like faint clouds as he stared up at the ski lift soaring above. The metal chairs glided along the thick cables, swaying slightly as they passed overhead. He tracked one with his eyes. He watched a bundled-up pair of teenagers swing their legs and laugh, their boots dangling several feet above the snow. Jess stood next to him. Her boots were planted firmly in the snow as she adjusted the strap on her snug helmet. Her gloved fingers worked the plastic buckle, sliding it through the loop beneath her chin. She then clicked it into place with a snap. She ran her hands along the sides of the helmet, checking the fit. After she finished checking, she tugged her bright jacket’s collar up to shield her neck from the wind.

She shot him an encouraging grin. Her lips curled beneath the edge of her helmet. Then she nodded toward the practice slope. The gentle incline was dotted with other beginners. Some were upright and cautious, while others were sprawled in the snow with their boards beside them. Beyond the slope, the mountains rose up, dusted in a fresh coat of powder from last night’s flurries. The ridges caught the morning light, throwing long blue shadows across the valleys and making the snow look almost untouched and impossibly soft.

“Not gonna lie, I’m a little nervous,” he admitted, stamping one foot against the dry crunch of snow. He felt the board shift under his arm. The edge bit into his jacket. “I skiied as a kid, but snowboarding is new.”

“It’s easier to start from scratch than unlearn skiing,” Jess teased. “We’ll take it slow.”

He nodded, shifting his weight from foot to foot, feeling the unfamiliar stiffness of the rental boots. They walked to the rental area. Each person carried a snowboard. The boards were slick with a thin layer of frost, and Ethan’s gloved hand slipped slightly as he adjusted his grip. The ground here was packed down, the snow almost icy from so many boots and boards. He paused at the edge of the clearing, watching Jess set her board down with the graphic facing up, then crouch to loosen the rear binding.

Ethan knelt awkwardly. The stiff pants made it hard for him to bend fully, and he laid his board flat beside Jess’s. He fumbled with the bindings, the plastic straps awkward beneath his thick gloves. His fingers pinched the buckle, trying to lift the lever, but it caught on the edge of his glove. He pulled his glove off with his teeth, exposing his hand to the cold. He tried again. The metal felt icy against his skin as he pried the binding open.

Jess moved with confidently as she slid her boot into the front binding, heel first, then pressed down until it clicked. She reached for the strap, pulled it over her boot, and ratcheted it tight with a quick flick of her wrist. She looked over, saw Ethan struggling, and scooted closer on her knees.

He had practiced clipping and unclipping the bindings in the shop, but with the cold and the pressure of being watched, he still fumbled. The cold made his fingers stiff, and he felt the weight of the eyes on him. Jess reached over and showed him how to angle his boot. Her gloved hands were steady. She pressed the heel into the back of the binding. Then she guided his foot forward until it settled into place. She pulled the strap over his boot, threading it through the buckle. Then she pushed down until it locked with a satisfying click.

“See? Just like that,” she said, giving the strap a final tug to check it was tight.

He paused a moment, glancing at her. She wore black snow pants that hugged her hips and thighs. The fabric stretched taut over her legs as she crouched. Her bright jacket was zipped up to her chin. The color provided a sharp contrast against the white snow. Without the bulky coat, he suspected her large, firm breasts would have drawn a few stares. However, right now, everything about her attire was purely functional for the slopes. Even so, he remembered how she looked in simpler outfits back at the house. He remembered how her chest had always been so eye-catching. He could picture her in a thin t-shirt, the fabric stretched tight across her breasts, the outline of her nipples sometimes visible if she wasn’t wearing a bra. He shook his head to refocus at the immediate task. He didn’t want to topple onto the snow if he got lost in daydreams.

Jess rocked back on her heels, then stood up, brushing snow from her knees. She lifted her board by the front edge and planted it upright in the snow. Ethan copied her. His board wobbled and threatened to tip over before he caught it.

“Alright, stand sideways, knees slightly bent,” Jess said.

He positioned himself awkwardly, turning so his left foot was forward and his right foot back, perpendicular to the length of the board. He bent his knees, but the unfamiliar stance made his thighs ache almost immediately. He tried to keep his shoulders in line with the board, but he could feel his upper body twisting, fighting the urge to face forward.

Jess slid behind him, stepping carefully in the snow, and put her hands on his waist. Her palms pressed firmly through the thick layers of his coat. Her thumbs rested just above his hips. She guided him to face the right direction. She gently turned his torso so it matched the angle of his feet.

“You want your weight balanced,” she explained, giving him a moment to feel it out. She nudged his hips a little. Then, she tapped the back of his knee to remind him to keep it bent. “Don’t lock your knees.”

He nodded, letting her gentle guidance direct him. He focused on the sensation of her hands on his body. The pressure was steady and reassuring. Then he tried to relax his legs. His muscles trembled slightly from the effort of holding the awkward position. He shifted his weight from heel to toe, feeling the board flex beneath his boots. Then he tried to move, pushing gently with his back foot.

The board shifted unexpectedly beneath him, skidding a few inches to the side. He flailed for balance. His arms were windmilling, but his center of gravity tipped too far. He felt the edge catch in the snow. Then, his boots slipped out from under him. He landed on his backside in an instant. The impact was jarring, but it was cushioned by the thick layers of snow and clothing. A cold shock ran up his spine as the snow seeped through the waistband of his pants.

Jess let out a short laugh but offered him a hand. “All part of the process.” She knelt beside him. Her knees sank into the snow as she reached out with her gloved hand. He took it. Her grip was strong and steady. She braced herself, planting her other hand in the snow for leverage. He dug his heels in and pushed up, letting her pull him upright.

He grunted, chuckling in spite of himself. “I can handle this. It’s just humiliating.” He dusted snow off his ass, feeling the cold melt against his skin.

They spent the next hour practicing on a gentle slope. Jess stayed close, never more than a few feet away. She pointed out where to place his feet, how to angle his shoulders, and when to shift his weight. She demonstrated how to lean forward gently on the front edge to move in a controlled direction. Her own board carved a smooth line through the snow. She showed him how to shift weight to the back edge to brake and slow down, bending her knees and dropping her center of gravity. Ethan watched her movements, trying to mimic the way she flexed her ankles and hips.

He lost count of how many times he fell. Sometimes he caught the edge and spun out. He landed hard on his side. Other times he simply lost balance and toppled backward. The board flew up behind him. Each time, Jess was there, offering a hand or a word of encouragement. She knelt in the snow. Her black pants were dusted with white as she helped him up, brushing snow from his back or steadying his board while he regained his footing.

Slowly, he started to feel the board’s movements. He was aware of the gradual shifts and changes beneath him. He learned to anticipate the way it wanted to slide, to use his hips and knees to steer instead of his arms. He practiced linking turns, shifting his weight from toe edge to heel edge, carving shallow arcs down the slope. He still wasn’t anywhere near graceful, but he managed to stay upright for longer stretches.

At one point, Jess stood in front of him. Her feet were planted shoulder-width apart on her board. She bent her knees, stuck her ass out, and demonstrated how to keep her weight centered. The outline of her breasts pressed against the inside of her jacket as she leaned forward, the fabric stretched tight across her chest. She looked up at him, her gaze focused, and she gestured for him to copy her stance.

He tried, bending his knees and pushing his hips back. The muscles in his thighs burned. Despite the discomfort, he managed to hold the position. Jess nodded in approval. She then glided backward a few feet, keeping her eyes on him as he shuffled forward.

Eventually, they arrived at a wider training hill. The slope here was steeper, the snow fresher, and the space open enough for longer runs. Jess pointed to the top, then led the way. She climbed up the gentle incline with her board strapped to her foot. Ethan followed, planting his boots in the snow and dragging his board behind him. The effort made his calves ache. He pushed on, resolved not to embarrass himself.

At the top, Jess paused. She waited for him to catch up. She looked out over the hill, scanning the path for obstacles. After a moment, she turned to him and nodded. He took a deep breath, and he felt the cold air burn his lungs as he stepped onto his board. He pointed his front foot downhill. He shifted his weight and started to slide.

He slid down carefully, trying not to panic as the board picked up speed. He bent his knees, kept his arms out for balance, and focused on the line Jess had shown him. The snow hissed beneath his board, spraying up in a fine mist behind him. Halfway down, he wobbled. His hips twisted too far to the left. He jerked his shoulders to compensate. However, he overcorrected and lost control. The board caught an edge and flipped him sideways. He tumbled into a harmless wipeout, rolling onto his back with his board sticking up in the air.

Jess coasted smoothly beside him. Her board carved a graceful arc as she slowed to a stop. She bent her knees, leaned back, and brought her board perpendicular to the slope, spraying a small fan of snow as she came to a halt. She planted her hands on her knees and breathed steadily. Then she straightened and stepped over to where Ethan lay sprawled in the snow.

She extended a hand. “You did good. You lasted longer that time.” Her cheeks were flushed from exertion, and a few strands of hair had escaped her helmet, framing her face. The bright color of her jacket stood out against the white snow, and the outline of her breasts was visible beneath the zipped-up fabric as she leaned forward to help him up.

He took her hand, feeling her grip tighten around his glove, and let her pull him upright. His boots scraped against the packed snow, and he rocked forward. He was steadying himself as she tugged. For a moment, his balance wavered. Her firm pull helped him straighten fully. He shifted his weight and flexed his knees. He then glanced down to make sure his board was clear of hers. The two of them stood together for a moment, breath visible in the cold air.

After a few more attempts at the slope, each involving careful, halting starts and stops, they found themselves both panting. They also felt a little unsteady. Jess glanced over. Her cheeks were flushed from exertion and the cold. She jerked her head toward the fire pit area set up nearby for skiers and snowboarders. Ethan nodded, grateful for the break. They angled their boards toward the clearing. They trudged through the snow, boots crunching and occasionally slipping on icy patches.

Jess reached the edge of the fire pit area first. She stopped. She bent at the knees and gripped both boards under her arm. She braced one board against her hip. Then, she leaned her weight to the other side and wriggled the second board free from Ethan’s boots. She carried both. Her arms were tense as she walked to a stand of upright wooden racks set just beyond the circle of chairs. She propped Ethan’s board against the rack first, making sure the bindings faced away from the fire. Then she leaned her own board next to his, adjusting them so they wouldn’t slide or tip over.

Ethan followed. He stepped around a patch of slushy ice and glanced at the fire. The stone pit was built low and wide, set into the ground and ringed with thick, rough-cut granite blocks. The flames flickered and curled. They threw a warm, orange glow that danced across the snow and the chairs clustered around it. The chairs themselves were heavy, rustic wooden things. Their backs were broad and slatted, and the seats were wide enough for bulky ski pants.

Jess dropped into one of the chairs, letting her weight fall back until the wooden seat creaked. She reached up with both hands, unclipped the chin strap of her helmet, and pulled it off. Her black hair, flattened from the helmet, clung to her scalp for a moment. She shook her head, ruffling her hair loose with her fingers, and the strands sprang out, some sticking up at odd angles. Her face was flushed, and her eyes were sparkling from the cold and exertion. She leaned back. She stretched her legs out in front of her, boots planted on the packed snow.

“I’m impressed. For a first-timer, you’re picking it up decently,” she said, turning her head toward Ethan.

Ethan reached up to his own helmet, feeling the buckle with gloved fingers. He unclipped it, pulled the helmet off, and let the cold air hit his scalp. His hair, damp with sweat, stuck to his forehead and the sides of his head. He ran his hand through it, pushing it back, and he shivered as the chill settled over him. He sat down heavily in the chair next to Jess. His boots thudded against the ground. He leaned forward, elbows braced on his knees. He let out a long sigh.

“I didn’t know it was such a workout. My legs are dying,” he said, feeling the muscles in his thighs twitch and ache as he shifted his weight.

Jess laughed, the sound short and sharp. She reached over. Her gloved hand hovered for a second above his thigh before she poked him just above the knee. The pressure was light but deliberate, the tip of her finger pressing into the thick fabric of his snow pants.

“That just means you’re learning. If you can walk tomorrow, we’ll celebrate,” she said, grinning.

He smirked. His lips twisted up at the edge. The warmth from the fire seeped into his skin, but his mind drifted. The sensation of Jess’s touch faded as something else surfaced. He remembered Ashley’s request from earlier in the day. The words replayed in his head. He felt the weight of the conversation settle on his shoulders, heavier than the gear he’d just removed. His expression must have changed, because Jess’s smile faded and she leaned in slightly. Her eyes narrowed with curiosity.

“What’s up?” She asked. Her tone was shifting; it was more gentle now.

He took a short breath, feeling the cold air fill his lungs. He looked at the fire for a moment, and he watched the flames snap and curl. Then he turned his gaze back to Jess. “Earlier, Ashley and I went for a walk. She asked me if I could…help her have a child.” He let the words hang in the air, watching Jess for a reaction.

Jess’s eyes widened. She sat up straighter. Her hands dropped from where they’d been warming near the fire. “Seriously? Like, she wants you to donate? Or be the actual father?”

He shrugged, a small, uncertain movement. “A bit of both, I think. She wants a child. She’s not sure Victoria feels the same way. Because of this uncertainty, she asked me directly.”

Jess leaned back in her chair. Her shoulders pressed against the slats. She blinked, absorbing the information. Her fingers curled around the armrests, knuckles pale against the wood. “Wow. That’s a huge thing.”

“Yeah, no kidding,” he said. His voice was quieter now. He looked down at his hands, flexing his fingers where they rested against his knees. “I told her I wasn’t sure. I mean, I barely know her in that sense. Having a child together seems like a massive leap of faith.”

Jess nodded. Her gaze dropped to the fire. She extended her hands toward the flames. Her fingers were spread wide, and her palms were angled to catch the heat. The firelight made the skin on the backs of her hands glow, highlighting her pale skin. “What do you think now that you’ve had a little time to let it sink in?”

He stared at the fire, watching the logs shift and collapse as the flames ate at them. “I’m still leaning toward not jumping into anything. It’s just too big. Plus, I haven’t even thought about fatherhood with Claire or you or Victoria. We’ve never discussed kids in detail. Now Ashley shows up wanting them.”

Jess turned her head, studying him. Her eyes were steady. Her lips were slightly parted as she considered his words. “But do you like her?” She asked. Her voice was even, not teasing, just curious.

He pictured Ashley’s short, curvy frame. He imagined the way her hips filled her snow pants and how her breasts rounded out the front of her jacket. He remembered her easy smile, the way she’d looked at him earlier, earnest and vulnerable. “I do. She’s fun to be around, she’s kind, and I trust her. But we’re at the very beginning of that. She’s more like a friend I’m still getting to know.”

Jess nodded again, slower this time. “Then maybe that’s your answer for now,” she said. “You don’t have to decide anything. She probably just wanted to put the idea on the table. That doesn’t mean you say yes tomorrow.”

He nodded, the tension in his shoulders easing a little. “She did say we should talk more. Maybe see if Victoria’s even open to it. But yeah, definitely no decisions yet.”

The two of them fell silent, the only movement Jess’s fingers flexing near the fire, Ethan’s hands drumming lightly on his knees. The fire crackled, sending a spray of sparks upward that faded into the night air. He stared at the shifting flames, letting his thoughts swirl. The weight of the conversation settled into a quieter, more manageable place. Jess broke the silence, her tone soft and a little playful. “You know, the room is empty tonight. The other girls are out late. We could go back and get warm if you want to.”

Ethan turned to look at her. A slow grin spread across his face. “You know, that sounds pretty good right now,” he said. He shifted in his chair. He felt the ache in his legs, and then added, “Actually, it always sounds good.”

Jess laughed. The sound was bright and sharp. She leaned forward, her elbows on her knees. She looked at him directly. “You need the practice if you’re going to start making babies.”

He laughed, the tension of the conversation finally breaking. “Fuck, Jess. That was below the belt,” he said, grinning at her.

She smirked. Her eyes glinted in the firelight. “Let’s get to the room before I go below the belt,” she said.

They stood up almost in unison. Ethan pushed himself upright, feeling the stiffness in his thighs and calves. He bent to pick up his helmet. His fingers closed around the cold plastic, and he tucked it under his arm. Jess reached for hers, scooping it off the seat and holding it by the chin strap. She glanced over at the rack where their boards rested. Then, she stepped carefully across the icy patch between the chairs and the rack.

She reached the boards first. Her boots crunched on the snow. She gripped the top of her board, and her fingers wrapped around the edge. Then she lifted it with both hands. She leaned it against her hip, then bent to grab Ethan’s board, holding it upright by the bindings. She balanced both boards. She shifted her weight from one foot to the other, then started walking toward the path that led back to their room.

Ethan followed. His boots left deep prints in the snow. He watched Jess’s silhouette ahead of him, the outline of her ass visible even through the thick snow pants as she walked. Her black hair caught the light from the fire behind them. It was still mussed from the helmet, with the ends brushing against her shoulders.

They left the circle of firelight behind, stepping out into the cold night. The sky overhead was deep blue. The stars were just starting to appear. Their breath came in short, visible bursts as they made their way along the packed path. Jess’s steps were confident, even as the snow crunched and shifted beneath her boots. Ethan adjusted his grip on his helmet. His free hand swung at his side.

They reached the edge of the lodge. The building’s windows glowed with yellow light. Jess paused, shifting the boards against the wall just outside the door. She leaned them carefully, making sure they wouldn’t slide or fall. After that, she straightened and brushed her hands together to knock off the snow. She looked over her shoulder at Ethan. Her eyes were shining in the reflected light.

Ethan stepped up beside her, reaching for the door handle. He pulled the door open, holding it for Jess. She ducked inside. Her body moved past him close enough that he felt the warmth of her as she brushed by. He followed her in, letting the door swing shut behind them. The cold air was replaced by the steady warmth of the lodge hallway. Jess’s figure moved ahead of him. Her hips swayed as she walked toward their room, and her hair was still wild and untamed from the helmet.

Ethan trailed after her, anticipation building in his gut. They disappeared down the hallway, leaving the cold and the firelight behind.


CHAPTER 12

Before Ethan could even reach for the hem of his shirt, Jess pressed her palms against his chest. She pushed him backward. The mattress dipped under his weight as he landed. His legs were still dangling off the edge. Jess immediately climbed on top of him, straddling his hips. Her knees dug into the covers on either side of his thighs. She leaned down and started peppering his face with small kisses, one at the corner of his mouth, another on his cheekbone, then a trail along his jaw. Each kiss came faster. Her lips grew more insistent, and her breathing picked up. She pressed her mouth to his again, this time with more force. Her lips parted as she sought his tongue. He responded. His own lips opened, and their tongues met, tangling and sliding against each other. The kisses turned wet and messy. Their mouths moved with increasing urgency, teeth occasionally bumping as neither of them slowed down.

Jess braced herself with one hand pressed into the mattress beside his head. Her other hand slid down to the hem of his shirt. She tugged at it, her fingers curling under the fabric. She then pulled it up his chest. The shirt bunched beneath his armpits, catching for a second, so she sat up slightly, using both hands now to peel it up and over his shoulders. Ethan lifted his arms, with his elbows bent, to help her. She yanked the shirt up and off, tossing it to the side. She immediately leaned down again. Her hair fell forward and brushed against his bare skin as she resumed kissing him, this time pressing her mouth to his neck, then down to his collarbone. Her lips left damp spots on his skin. She nipped at the base of his throat.

Her hands moved to his belt. She fumbled for a moment with the buckle. Her fingers shook slightly with anticipation. She slid the tongue of the buckle free and pulled the leather out of the loops. The belt made a faint friction as it left the denim. She let it drop to the floor, then went for the button of his jeans. She popped it open with her thumb, then tugged the zipper down. The teeth separated with a metallic rasp. She hooked her fingers into the waistband and pushed, shoving the jeans down over his hips. Ethan lifted his hips off the bed, bracing his feet against the mattress to help her. She worked the jeans down his thighs, then over his knees, tugging them off one leg at a time. She dropped them on top of the belt.

Ethan was left in just his boxers. Jess’s hands slid up his thighs, her palms pressing firmly against the hair on his legs. She traced the outline of his cock through the fabric with her thumbs. She pressed her mouth to his stomach, kissing a line just above the waistband, and then sat up again. Her knees pressed into the mattress on either side of his hips.

Ethan reached for her shirt. He curled his fingers under the hem. He felt the soft cotton stretched over her stomach. He looked up at her for a moment, waiting for a sign, and she nodded. Her lips were parted, and her eyes looked hungry. He pulled the shirt slowly upward, exposing a line of pale skin, then her navel, then the underside of her bra. He kept pulling, bunching the fabric up over her ribs, then up her arms as she lifted them for him. He slid the shirt off and tossed it aside.

Jess’s bra was black. The cups molded to her breasts, and the straps sat thin and taut against her shoulders. Ethan reached behind her, his fingers fumbling for the clasp. He found it, pinched the hooks together, and unfastened it with a smooth gesture. The straps loosened and slid down her arms. She shrugged out of them, letting the bra fall to the floor. Her breasts were full and round. Her nipples were already hard. Ethan’s eyes lingered for a moment, taking in the way her breasts moved as she leaned forward.

He moved his hands to the waistband of her jeans. He unbuttoned them and worked the zipper down. He hooked his thumbs into the waistband and pulled, sliding the denim over her hips. She lifted herself up, balancing her weight on her knees so he could tug the jeans down. He worked them over her thighs, then down her calves, peeling them off one leg at a time. He dropped them to the floor with the rest of their clothes. She wore black panties. The fabric stretched tight across her hips.

Ethan ran his hands up the outside of her thighs. His fingers traced the curve of her hips. He hooked his fingers into the sides of her panties, pausing for a moment. Jess met his eyes. Then he nodded. He pulled the panties down. The elastic dragged over her skin, exposing the trimmed hair at her mound and the glistening folds beneath. He slid the panties down her legs, then off her ankles, and tossed them aside.

Jess was fully naked now. Her skin was flushed, and her chest was rising and falling with each breath. Ethan took in the sight of her body. His eyes lingered on the curve of her waist, the swell of her hips, and the way her breasts moved with each inhale. Her nipples were pink and hard, standing out against her pale skin.

She slid down his body. Her knees pressed into the mattress as her hands moved to the waistband of his boxers. She hooked her fingers in and pulled, dragging them down over his hips. His cock sprang free. It was already hard, the head flushed and slick with pre-cum. She pulled the boxers down his thighs, then off his ankles, dropping them to the floor with the rest of their clothes.

Jess shifted so she was kneeling between his legs. Her knees were spread wide, and her hands rested on his thighs. She leaned forward. Her hair fell over her shoulder as she wrapped one hand around the base of his cock. Her grip was firm but gentle. Her fingers circled the shaft. She leaned down and pressed her lips to the head, kissing it softly. She parted her lips and took just the tip into her mouth. Her tongue swirled around the crown as she lapped up the bead of pre-cum.

Ethan’s breath caught in his throat. He reached down and threaded his fingers through her hair, letting the strands slide between his knuckles. He kept his hand there, not pushing, just holding her gently. She worked her mouth over him.

Jess took more of him into her mouth. Her lips stretched around the girth of his cock. She sucked gently. Her cheeks hollowed as she drew him deeper. Her hand stroked the base of his shaft in time with the movements of her mouth. Her grip tightened slightly as she bobbed her head. She pulled back, letting his cock slip from her mouth with a wet sound. Then she licked a line from the base to the tip, her tongue flat and warm against his skin.

She took him into her mouth again, this time deeper. Her lips pressed against the base of his shaft. She swallowed around him. Her throat worked as she took him as far as she could. She pulled back, gasping for breath. Then she went back down, her hand stroking the part she couldn’t fit in her mouth. Her other hand slid up his thigh. Her nails scraped lightly against his skin.

Ethan’s hips bucked slightly. His body was responding to the sensation. He tightened his grip in her hair, not pulling, just anchoring himself. He felt the pleasure build. Jess’s mouth was hot and wet. Her tongue moved constantly, swirling around the tip, then sliding along the underside of his cock as she sucked him in and out.

She kept a steady rhythm. Her head bobbed while her lips glided up and down his shaft. Drool pooled at the corners of her mouth. It dripped down onto his cock and her hand, making everything slick. She moaned softly around him. The vibration made Ethan shudder. He could feel the pressure building in his gut. The pleasure was spreading through his body, hot and insistent.

He ran his hands through her hair again, threading his fingers through the strands, feeling the texture against his skin. He brushed her hair back from her face, tucking it behind her ear. He wanted to watch her lips stretched around his cock, her cheeks hollowed as she sucked him.

Jess glanced up at him. Her eyes were dark and focused. Then she closed them again as she took him deeper. She twisted her wrist as she stroked the base of his cock, her grip slick with spit. She pulled back, letting his cock slip from her mouth. Then she licked the length of him again, swirling her tongue around the head before taking him back into her mouth.

Ethan’s breathing got heavier. His chest was rising and falling rapidly. He could feel himself getting close. The pleasure was almost overwhelming. He tightened his grip in her hair, his fingers flexing as he did so, but didn’t push her. Jess seemed to sense it. She slowed her movements, pulling back so just the tip of his cock was in her mouth. She sucked gently. Her tongue flicked over the slit, teasing him.

Just before he reached the edge, she pulled her mouth off him with a wet pop. She released him, and the sound echoed in the silence. She looked up at him. Her lips were swollen and glistening, a thin strand of spit connecting her mouth to the head of his cock. She smiled. Her chest was still heaving, and she said, “I want you.”

Ethan gripped Jess’s wrists and pulled her upward, guiding her with a firm but careful grip. He shifted his weight. His knees pressed into the mattress for leverage as he rolled her onto her back. Her hair fanned out across the rumpled sheets, and she let out a bright, unrestrained giggle. Her chest rose and fell quickly with excitement. The movement caused her breasts to sway. The heavy, round curves settled against her ribcage as she looked up at him, her lips parted and her cheeks flushed.

He leaned over her, bracing himself with one hand planted by her shoulder. With his other hand, he cupped her left breast. His fingers spread to fully encompass its fullness. He pressed his palm into the soft, resilient flesh, feeling the weight and heat of her breast against his skin. He squeezed, testing the firmness. He then traced his thumb in a slow circle around her nipple. The nipple stiffened immediately under his touch. The areola puckered slightly. Jess arched her back, pushing her breast more firmly into his hand.

Ethan lowered his head, his breath hot against her skin. He extended his tongue and dragged it slowly across the tip of her left nipple, tasting the slight salt of her skin. He flicked his tongue over the hard nub. Then he closed his lips around it, sucking gently. He alternated between licking and sucking. His tongue swirled over the sensitive peak while his lips tugged at the flesh. Jess’s hands came up to his hair. Her fingers threaded through the strands and held him against her chest. She gasped. Her body tensed and relaxed in response to each flick of his tongue.

He released her left nipple with a wet pop and shifted to the right breast. He cupped it, squeezing the flesh, and his fingers pressed into the soft underside. He licked the right nipple, tracing the edge of the areola before drawing the nipple into his mouth. He sucked harder this time, drawing another moan from Jess. Her back arched again. Her hips shifted restlessly against the bed. He could see the flush spreading down her neck and across her chest. The color deepened as her arousal built.

He let her nipple slip from his mouth. It was left wet and glistening. He ran both hands over the curves of her breasts, squeezing and kneading. His thumbs brushed over the nipples, making them stand out even more. Jess’s breathing was rapid and shallow, her eyes half-lidded as she watched him.

Ethan began to move down her body, shifting his weight carefully. He slid his hands from her breasts down her ribcage, feeling the slight ridges of bone beneath her skin. He pressed kisses along the center of her chest, then down her stomach, pausing to dip his tongue into her navel. He felt her tense, then relax as he continued downward. He spread her thighs apart with both hands, and his fingers pressed into the soft flesh of her inner thighs. He guided her legs wider.

He settled between her legs. His knees pressed into the mattress on either side of her hips. He looked down at her pussy, the folds swollen and glistening with arousal. The lips were parted slightly, the pink flesh inside slick and inviting. He leaned in, his face close enough to feel the heat radiating from her. He extended his tongue and dragged it slowly from the bottom of her slit up to her clit, collecting the wetness on his tongue.

He licked her again, more firmly this time. His tongue parted her folds and dipped into her entrance. He flattened his tongue and pressed it against her clit. Then he flicked it rapidly back and forth. Jess’s hips jerked upward. A sharp gasp escaped her lips. He gripped her thighs, holding her steady. He continued to lick her, alternating between long, slow strokes and quick, focused flicks over her clit.

He shifted his head, adjusting the angle so he could press his mouth more firmly against her pussy. He sucked her clit between his lips, rolling the sensitive nub with his tongue. He could feel her thighs trembling under his hands. Her muscles tensed with each movement. Her hands moved to his head. Her fingers dug into his scalp as she pulled him closer.

He slid one hand up. His thumb pressed gently on her mound as he continued to lick and suck her clit. He slipped his other hand lower. His index finger traced the entrance to her pussy. He pushed his finger inside. He felt the tight, wet heat grip him. He curled his finger upward, searching for the spot that made her gasp louder. He found it, and Jess’s hips bucked against his mouth.

He thrust his finger in and out, matching the rhythm of his tongue on her clit. Her pussy clenched around his finger. The wetness increased as he fucked her with his hand and mouth. He added a second finger, stretching her slightly, feeling her body open to him. He pumped his fingers in and out, curling them each time he pushed in. His tongue never left her clit.

Jess’s moans grew louder. Her body tensed and trembled. She pulled at his hair. Her thighs squeezed his head. “Please, Ethan,” she begged. Her voice was hoarse and desperate. “Please, I need you.”

He didn’t stop. He kept licking her clit. His fingers thrust deep inside her, twisting and curling to hit her most sensitive spots. Her hips bucked against his face. Her pussy soaked his fingers and chin. She cried out. Her body shuddered as her orgasm hit. Her pussy clenched hard around his fingers. Her thighs locked around his head as she came, the wetness pouring out of her.

He slowed his movements, licking her clit gently as she came down. His fingers were still buried inside her. He withdrew his fingers slowly, watching as her pussy fluttered and leaked more wetness onto the sheets. He licked her one last time, collecting the slickness on his tongue, then sat up on his knees.

His cock was rock hard. The head was flushed dark and glistening with pre-cum. He wrapped his hand around the base, stroking it once. He felt the urgency building in his balls. Jess looked up at him. Her eyes were wide and hungry. Her chest was still heaving from her orgasm. She spread her legs wider. Her pussy was red and swollen, glistening with her own wetness.

Ethan moved between her legs, positioning the head of his cock at her entrance. He pressed forward. The tip pushed past her slick folds. He gripped her hips, holding her steady as he pushed in slowly. He felt her pussy stretch to accommodate him. The tight heat gripped him. The sensation was almost overwhelming after watching her cum. He pushed in deeper, inch by inch, until he was fully buried inside her.

Jess moaned. Her hands were clutching at his shoulders. She wrapped her legs around his waist, pulling him closer. He withdrew almost all the way, then pushed back in. The friction was intense as her pussy gripped his cock. He set a slow, teasing rhythm. He pulled out until only the head remained inside her, then thrusting back in with a firm, steady push. Each time he entered her, her pussy clenched around him. The wetness made it easy to slide in deep.

He leaned over her, bracing himself on his hands. His body pressed down against hers. Her breasts pressed against his chest. The nipples dragged against his skin as he moved. He watched her face. Her eyes were squeezed shut, and her mouth was open in a silent moan. He thrust in and out, the pace slow but relentless, teasing her with each withdrawal and return.

Jess’s hands slid down his back. Her nails dug into his skin. She arched her hips, meeting his thrusts. Her pussy squeezed his cock with each movement. He could feel the pressure building in his balls. The need to cum was almost overwhelming. He slowed his thrusts, pulling out almost completely before pushing back in, making her wait, drawing out the sensation.

He watched her breasts bounce with each thrust. The heavy curves jiggled in time with his movements. A bead of sweat rolled down between them, catching the light from the window. Her nipples were still hard. The areolas were dark against her flushed skin.

He shifted his weight, pulling out of her pussy completely. Jess whimpered. Her hips lifted off the bed as if to chase after him. He pushed back in, the head of his cock parting her swollen lips, sliding easily into her slick heat. He repeated the motion, pulling out and pushing in. He teased her, keeping her on the edge.

“Ethan, please,” Jess moaned, her voice desperate. “I need you to cum.”

He gritted his teeth, fighting the urge to let go. He pulled out one last time. His cock throbbed, the head slick with her wetness. He moved quickly, swinging his leg over her body and straddling her torso. His knees pressed into the mattress on either side of her ribcage. His cock hovered above her breasts.

He wrapped his hand around the base, stroking it rapidly. The pressure in his balls mounted. His breathing was ragged. He aimed the head of his cock at her chest, watching her breasts rise and fall with each breath. He stroked himself harder. The need to cum was overwhelming.

With a groan, he came, thick ropes of cum spurting from the head of his cock and landing across Jess’s breasts. The first spurt hit her left breast, splattering across the nipple and running down the curve. The second and third spurts landed on her right breast. The cum pooled in the valley between her breasts before running down the sides. He squeezed the base of his cock, milking out the last drops, watching as the cum dripped down her flushed skin.

Jess reached up with both hands. Her fingers gathered the cum from her breasts. She rubbed it into her skin, spreading it over her nipples and the upper curves of her breasts. The cum glistened on her skin, catching the light, her breasts slick and shiny. Her fingers moved slowly, deliberately, making sure every drop was absorbed.

Ethan let out a shaky breath. His body relaxed as the last waves of pleasure faded. He shifted off her. He collapsed onto the bed beside her. Jess rolled onto her side, pressing her body against his. Her breasts, still slick with cum, pressed against his chest as she curled into him. He wrapped his arm around her shoulders, pulling her close.

They lay together in a tangled heap of naked limbs. Their bodies pressed tightly together. Jess’s leg draped over his hip. Her foot rested on his thigh. Ethan’s hand traced lazy circles on her back, feeling the warmth of her skin. The sheets were twisted around their legs, the damp spot beneath Jess’s hips cooling against the mattress.

They both turned their heads to look at the window. The glass was fogged slightly from the heat of their bodies. Outside, the first flakes of snow began to fall, drifting slowly past the windowpane. The world beyond was quiet and still. The snowflakes caught the light as they fell. Ethan and Jess stayed curled together. Their bodies were warm and sated as they watched the snow begin to blanket the world outside.


Afterword

Thanks for reading! I hope you enjoyed.




If you enjoyed this book, I would be incredibly grateful for a review, as it genuinely helps. It also helps me know whether I should continue with the series. Recommending this book to others is a great way to help as well. 
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